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Abstract 

 

Third Cinema in the United States, 1960-1967 

 

Michael William O’Brien, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2019 

 

Supervisor:  Mary Beltrán 

 

This dissertation explores how cinema was an important outlet that artists and activists in 

the 1960s turned to in order to engage in cultural battles against various forms of 

institutional oppression. It links the aims and struggles of Americans making socially 

conscious films about racial discrimination to a broader category of image warfare known 

as Third Cinema. Third Cinema is generally applied to the notable proliferation of 

politically engaged films and revolutionary filmmaking theories developed in 

economically depressed and/or colonially exploited countries. This project seeks to 

answer the question of what Third Cinema might look like in a First World country in an 

attempt to better understand the social, cultural, industrial and political struggles involved 

in using film to foster social change. In connecting black-themed, revolutionary-inspired 

filmmaking in the United States from 1960-1967 to a broader atmosphere of global 

resistance to physically and mentally oppressive hegemonic forces, this dissertation 

provides a critical framework that offers a more informed and flexible approach to 

understanding the history and significance of representation and revolution in film. 

 

The year 1960 signaled a turning point for the representation of black Americans on 

national movie screens. The independent, black-themed filmmaking from this period 
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generally has been overlooked for reasons explored throughout this dissertation. This 

dissertation aims to reexamine, recontextualize and ultimately redeem a collection of 

texts that have been dismissed or ignored because of their lack of access to distribution 

channels and/or low production values. Each chapter considers the production and 

reception of a set of black-themed films from the 1960s and discusses them alongside 

developments in the American filmmaking industry, international and revolutionary 

cinematic movements, and the civil rights struggle. The films are analyzed for the ways 

in which they articulate a revolutionary impulse and the desire to promote social, cultural, 

and political change. Taken together, these film texts and the artists who created them 

demonstrate the possibilities of a radical cinema in America.  
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INTRODUCTION: Black and White Revolutions: American Third 

Cinema 1960-67 

 

Indeed, the misfortune at this moment – as it has been all along – is that first-class films 

of racial problems are so few and far between. One of the symptoms, if not a cause, of the 

white man’s long complacency about and distaste for the troubles of the Negro 

population has been his general indifference to films that have tried to show something of 

these troubles and urge some compassion towards them.1 

-Bosley Crowther, “The Significance of Sidney,” Aug. 6, 1967 

 

Gradualism may have some value in politics, but in art it just represents a stale 

hackneyed period, to be forgotten as soon as we can get on to the real work at hand. And 

artistic NAACPism is all that this whole period of Sidney Poitier moviemaking stands 

for…Until the concern of movies is for the dignity, the manhood, the thinking of the 

Negro in his world, with its historical past, its turbulent present and its hopeful future, 

there can be no true portrait of the Negro and no true art…the crucial need however is 

for a break with the concept that the world is only white, and that the Negro exists only in 

the white man’s view of him.2 

-Clifford Mason, “Why Does White America Love Sidney Poitier So?,” Sep. 10, 1967 

 

 

 The above quotations provide a useful entry point for this project’s analysis of the 

history of racially conscious filmmaking in the United States between 1960 and 1967.3 

As Hollywood’s dominant grip on American screens began to weaken in the post-World 

War II era, the opportunities for new perspectives from socially conscious filmmakers 

saw a subsequent rise due to a wide range of predominately economic factors. 

Developing concurrently was a pronounced awareness of the role that televisual and 

filmic representations had on the shaping of the opinions and beliefs of a nation. 

Revolutionary movements across the globe turned to cinema as a means to unite 

international activists in a war against colonial injustices; many distinguished their efforts 

as “Third Cinema” filmmaking. As the desire to spread revolutionary awareness through 
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media channels in America expanded, the access to media industries jobs and 

opportunities to create cultural texts that addressed the racial turmoil of America 

remained stubbornly constricted within domestic borders. Cultural gatekeepers 

demonstrated concerted efforts to police content and control the image of the black 

American, as scholars such as Donald Bogle and Thomas Cripps have documented.4 

Strong institutional forces ultimately subverted the dissemination of revolutionary 

content in an effort to maintain the status quo.  

This study looks closely at a specific set of American films made during the 

1960s that drew inspiration from the postcolonial efforts of liberated third world 

countries in order to critique the nation’s pervasive manifestations of systemic racism. 

Put another way, this project explores the question of what a Third Cinema might look 

like in the United States in this period, in an attempt to understand better the social, 

cultural, industrial, and political struggles involved in using film to foster social change. 

The project highlights how the cultural dominance of white-controlled media industries 

effectively regulated representation on US screens. This made the national circulation of 

revolutionary, black-oriented film a near-impossible achievement. Those films that did 

manage to get circulated then offer a compelling narrative about the struggles and 

successes of radical media in America. 

DISSENSIONS AND DIVISIONS 

The quotation that opens this project is taken from Bosley Crowther, arguably the 

most important and influential film critic in the world during his tenure at the New York 
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Times.5 The publication of the article came not long before Crowther was let go from his 

position the following year for being out of touch with recent cultural shifts.6 Crowther’s 

use of “first-class” in the epigraph is troubling, as it hints at an authoritative cultural bias 

present in much of the white press from that time period. The article insinuated that 

quality race-focused films be made a certain way in order to succeed – a way palatable 

for white audiences. Crowther’s reviews of the films discussed in the following chapters 

all provide more evidence of his white-biased critical lens. Taste preferences similar to 

Crowther’s were pervasive throughout various branches of the white-dominated 

American film industry. “The Significance of Sidney” concluded with the following 

opinion:  

In a year that has dismally brought us a couple of bad, really bad, dramatic films 

intended to be about Negroes – Dick Gregory’s “Sweet Love, Bitter,” Otto 

Preminger’s awful glop of neo-Uncle Tomism, ‘Hurry Sundown,’ and a version 

of ‘Dutchman,’ the hymn of hate of LeRoi Jones – it is exciting and encouraging 

to have ‘In the Heat of the Night,’ which Norman Jewison directed…7  

 

Crowther’s enthusiastic endorsement of In the Heat of the Night (Norman Jewison, 1967) 

demonstrates his consistent preference for the prestige pictures coming out of Hollywood 

that featured Sidney Poitier in roles that many black Americans, including playwright 

Clifford Mason, felt reduced the actor’s agency as a black man. As the following chapters 

explore, Crowther’s opinion about Poitier films matched the opinions of many of the 

major studio heads, the operators of film distribution branches, exhibitors, and white 

audiences across America. This and other industry beliefs and practices not only limited 

the reach of black-oriented films in the 1960s, but they also precluded the production of 
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films that could have meaningfully impacted the nation’s perspectives on racial 

misunderstandings. 

Film reviews and reports on black-oriented filmmaking from this period offer key 

insights for understanding how the media industries operated in the 1960s with regard to 

black representation on screen. There are discernible patterns in the way white reviewers 

tended to handle films that dealt with American racism, and Crowther betrayed some 

interesting biases in his Poitier defense. Crowther named the white directors, but he 

identified the two other films, Dutchman (Anthony Harvey, 1966) and Sweet Love, Bitter 

(Herbert Danska, 1967), as belonging to, respectively, the radical revolutionary American 

poet/playwright/activist LeRoi Jones and the black comedian and outspoken civil rights 

activist, Dick Gregory. These films present much more realistic scenarios of violence 

against black men, and they are both low-budget features made outside of Hollywood 

studios. Dutchman is an adaptation of Jones’s Obie-winning play of the same name, and 

Sweet Love, Bitter is based on a narrativization of Charlie Parker’s life story written by 

black novelist John A. Williams. Hurry Sundown (Otto Preminger, 1967) and In the Heat 

of the Night are both Hollywood-backed films based on novels from white authors. Their 

budgets were greater, and their distribution was far wider reaching than Dutchman and 

Sweet, Love Bitter.8 Ironically, the last line from the Crowther epigraph served as a strong 

self-indictment. His inability to see the ways in which films like Dutchman and Sweet 

Love, Bitter explored the damaging effects of racism in America were part of a much 

larger problem. This recurring oversight speaks to the all-too-common obliviousness and 

troubling arrogance of some very influential white cultural authorities; black perspectives 
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were being completely overlooked and disregarded. The hypocrisy of such a position as 

Crowther’s piqued the anger of certain black filmgoers and critics who were tired of 

hearing and seeing white perspectives on black issues.  

Crowther’s view of America’s race problem as handled in film did not go 

unremarked upon. The debates regarding his criticisms of black-themed films were 

indicative of more general reception patterns that well illustrate how extreme racial 

divisions were in the 1960s. They also demonstrate the importance given to issues of 

representation and call into question how those representations are (or are not) created, 

circulated, and controlled.9 Two letters were published in the New York Times 

questioning the lead film critic’s 1967 takedown of Sweet Love, Bitter. Crowther opened 

this review with the following description of the film’s plot: “Our old friend, the Negro 

jazz musician who drinks and dopes himself to death because of his raging hostility 

against discriminatory whites, shows up again….”10 The use of the possessive pronoun, 

“our,” coupled with the authoritative assignation of blame to that character is rather 

appalling from a white critic who had never faced racial prejudice. The suggestion that 

the black jazz musician was a worn-out film trope is confusing, considering that the only 

other film to feature such a character in a leading role, A Man Called Adam (Leo Penn, 

1966), was released a few months prior.11  

Martin Kroll was one of two responders who wrote in to the New York Times in 

an effort to call attention to the perceived insensitivity and ignorance he detected in 

Crowther’s critical insights on Sweet Love, Bitter. He had this to say:  
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Mr. Crowther obviously didn’t listen closely, just as he failed to sense the theme 

of the film and wrote a patronizing and prejudicial review. He has a right to tire of 

jazz musicians, but to complain that a Negro character must justify his 

unhappiness with society on more solid ground than racial prejudice and brutality 

is worse than patronizing. It is downright insulting.12 

 

Kroll’s frustrations exemplify a broader black critical point of view that asserted the 

white media from this period diminished the struggles of black Americans and their battle 

for equality. Many white Americans refused to believe that they were complicit in 

forwarding racist agendas; they did not want to support films that made such suggestions. 

The casual dismissal that Crowther’s type of critical maligning represents offers just one 

example of the cultural violence that hegemonic structures use to defuse revolutionary 

impulses. It becomes much harder to win an audience when the nation’s primary 

tastemaker in a particular artistic field curtly and snidely disregards efforts to voice 

radically and socially engaged commentaries.13 These are some of the obstacles that 

Third Cinema efforts in a First World country are forced to confront. 

Crowther’s opinions and influence open up questions about how significantly the 

political economy of the American film industry impacted the types of films that were 

made in this era of filmmaking. With the exception of Raisin in the Sun (Daniel Petrie, 

1961), one of two independent distribution companies – Cinema V or Walter Reade 

Sterling - handled the films discussed in this dissertation. Major distributors repeatedly 

balked at handling properties that dealt with race issues because they did not play well to 

white audiences. To get the films shown in theaters outside of their own establishments, 

the independent distributors resorted to marketing them as either exploitation films or 

high art cinema, approaches that limited their audiences and market appeal.14 Operating 
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with certain financial risk management strategies in place made them hesitant to seek out 

and court unproven audiences such as black communities. Many of the creative teams 

responsible for the films discussed in the following chapters voice this lament. The 

distributors were unfortunately dependent on exhibitors that only wanted films that were 

guaranteed to sell tickets; the ideas about what made a film a guarantee were based on 

historical precedent. There had never been a historical precedent for new revolutionary 

black-oriented filmmaking in America. To further complicate matters, a nationwide, 

government-enforced desegregation effort made many independent theater owners, 

almost all of whom were white, afraid of sponsoring black-themed films. They either did 

not want new clientele or feared violence might erupt as blacks and whites shared public 

spaces for the first time.15 An episode of violence at or around their establishment could 

ruin their entire livelihood. Why take the risk when they could continue to cycle through 

the much more digestible and consistently entertaining features from Hollywood? 

Competing with Hollywood for space in national theaters has never been an easy 

task and the plethora of obstacles that needed to be overcome placed many limitations on 

black-themed filmmaking efforts. The films dealing with the mistreatment of black 

Americans that were made during this period almost always managed to do so because 

they were based on pre-existing books or plays that had proven to be commercially 

viable. There are numerous examples of thematically similar, but original projects that 

were abandoned throughout this time period because they could not find enough 

support.16 Investors were difficult to attract to any black-themed film projects, especially 
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those projects with unproven talent behind of or in front of the camera attached to them; 

very few financiers felt confident in backing first-time technicians or creatives. 

The production histories of the films that are discussed in the following chapters 

provide unique evidence of the hardships of getting socially conscious films made and 

distributed in America. Crews filming on location both due to budgetary constraints and 

also out of a commitment to a neorealist aesthetic were met with hostility from either 

local white racists or black communities untrusting of invasive film units. Both groups 

feared misrepresentation and stereotyping. Another pervasive industry belief dictated that 

films dealing with racial issues could not be shown in Southern theaters, thereby 

establishing a disconcertingly low ceiling on potential box-office profits. Adherents to 

this belief rendered black southern audiences completely unviable and, ultimately, 

invisible. Industry options remained heavily limited until the relative explosion of black-

themed filmmaking in the 1970s, when major film studios gave purely commercial 

consideration to black audiences. The industry cared very little about radical social 

change, and this is well demonstrated in the studio control exercised over many 

Hollywood-backed, black-themed films from the 1970s.17 American film was meant to 

entertain and made to entertain a white audience. This dissertation highlights the work of 

those who rebelled against this belief and strove to realize a new kind of revolutionary 

cinema in America. 

An excerpt from the black playwright Clifford Mason’s famous attack on Sidney 

Poitier in the New York Times, “Why Does White America Love Sidney Poitier So?,” is 

the second quotation to open this project. Mason’s article was a direct response to 
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Crowther’s determination that Poitier should be heralded as a dignified and exemplary 

member of his race despite what his militant, black detractors said to the contrary. It was 

published as a lengthy op-ed a month after Crowther’s gushing defense of the actor.18 

Mason was so bluntly harsh in his stinging criticisms that the article prompted Poitier to 

retreat to the Bahamas and put a hold on his acting career for the purpose of introspection 

and reevaluation in a year when he was the highest earning box-office star in the 

country.19  

Mason spoke for many black artists and intellectuals who were tired of everything 

being framed in accordance with a white, middle-class perspective. This became very 

observable in the Black Panthers’ push to use media channels to put forth a black 

perspective.20 Change needed to happen quickly, and Mason saw art as an avenue which 

could and should be used to cultivate that change. One major black actor was not nearly 

enough, especially when he was continually being cast in roles that positioned him as a 

vehicle for the self-actualization of white individuals and communities. While Crowther’s 

tone and opinions suggested that black Americans should be content with the progress 

that had been made through Poitier’s accomplishments in Hollywood, Mason argued such 

a celebration represented a staid acceptance of a retrograde gradualism. As the riots of the 

1960s and the expansion of black, militant organizations were demonstrating well, black 

Americans were getting fed up with being forced to compromise their existence to meet 

the expectations and timelines of a racist society. Mason echoed Amiri Baraka and the 

members of the Black Arts Movement in their call for a radical black culture.21 The mid 

and late 1960s saw many radical organizations emerge and work through new strategies 
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with which to question and attack American injustice. This shift brought with it a new 

type of black film that, in pursuit of commercial success, mandated significant cultural 

compromises and overshadowed more revolutionary attempts at changing the American 

media landscape. This dissertation aims to provide the necessary historical context for 

understanding how and why this shift came about. 

The oppositional opinions on black representation voiced by Mason and Crowther 

serve another important purpose in introducing the research summarized in this 

dissertation. They point towards a blind spot in scholarship regarding the politically 

engaged, revolutionary black-themed films made between 1960-67. One explanation for 

the lack of emphasis or attention dedicated to these films in such discussions is that the 

distribution and consequently the impact of such films was limited. Even today, many of 

the films discussed are difficult to track down and are rarely screened outside of 

university classrooms or film society retrospectives. The following chapters look at 

several low-budget American films from largely independent, east coast filmmaking units 

that distinguished themselves in their political engagement with American racism and a 

revolutionary agenda. The impact of their legacy extended far beyond what was shown 

on screen; these films served as an important starting point for many careers.  

Much more significant than the “NAACPism” in pushing forward the demands 

for representational equality were the relationships formed amongst and between 

members of various artistic communities that were connected through these filmmaking 

ventures.22 Members of these groups branched off in their own independent and radically 

charged efforts to improve the situation of people of color in America. They expressed 
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identification with the political strategies and agendas of Third World revolutionary 

activists, artists, and intellectuals who were rebelling against the physical and mental 

violence of colonial situations. This dissertation highlights the political and cultural 

guerilla-like battles they waged in their efforts to subvert the cultural hegemony of 

American whiteness, particularly in film culture and the realm of representation.  

In order to provide necessary background information for the project, I first 

explore the literature on topics relevant to this project:  

1) “Third World” revolutionary discourses, specifically the history of “Third 

Cinema,”  

2) Scholarly efforts to define black film,  

3) The turbulent momentum of the civil rights movement from 1960 to 1967, and  

4) The state of the American film industry during the period under analysis.  

It is the goal of this project to build upon existing scholarship in those areas and fill in 

existing gaps. In connecting black, revolutionary-inspired filmmaking in America from 

1960-1967 to a broader atmosphere of global resistance to physically and mentally 

oppressive cultural, social, and political forces, I aim to provide a critical framework that 

offers a more informed and flexible approach to understanding the history and 

significance of revolution and representation in film. 
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THIRD WORLD, THIRD CINEMA 

The principal characteristic of Third Cinema is really not so much where it is made, or 

even who makes it, but, rather, the ideology it espouses and the consciousness it displays. 

The Third Cinema is that cinema of the Third World which stands opposed to 

imperialism and class oppression in all their ramifications and manifestations.23 

-Teshome H. Gabriel 

National and international post World War II geo-political shifts had a 

revolutionizing impact on approaches to radical filmmaking in the decades that followed 

the conclusion of the globally devastating conflict. The resultant movements provide 

important context for the emergence of the more politically and socially engaged cinema 

that manifested itself in 1960s America. The films analyzed in the following chapters 

emerged out of a very particular set of social, political, and industrial conditions. While 

civil unrest in the United States over racial inequality was unique in ways necessarily 

specific to its national constitution, people of color in America recognized many 

corollaries between their oppression and an escalating global discontent with and 

strengthening opposition to various forms of colonialism. Following World War II, there 

was a significant dismantling of colonial empires. Some colonies were granted their 

independence diplomatically, while others were forced to wage lopsided, and oftentimes 

violent, battles against their oppressors. Regardless of how freedom was obtained, the 

legacy of a colonial existence carried with it severe and enduring consequences.  

Artists and intellectuals united on a global scale to make sense of the shifting 

political and economic developments that accompanied decolonialization. Driven by 

Marxist ideologies, many leading thinkers and activists rallied against the pernicious 

effects of colonial relationships on the oppressed, particularly in response to the struggles 
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for independence being fought in Algeria and Vietnam. Work in this area tended to be 

structured around discussions of the “Third World.”24 The initial use of this term in its 

post-World War II context is credited to Alfred Sauvy, a French demographer, who, in 

the 1950s, likened the contemporary atmosphere of global revolt to that of the French 

Revolution. The French “third estate” was made up of the commoners who rebelled 

against the first (nobility) and the second (clergy) estates. In Savuy’s formulation, the 

world was subdivided into three adaptively vague categories: The “First World,” 

consisting of capitalist powerhouses such as Europe, the US, Australia, and Japan; the 

“Second World” of socialist countries; and the “Third World,” which according to Sauvy 

was made up of the remaining countries that the others exploited.25  

Theorists have since developed different formulations of what constitutes the 

“Third World” in an effort to account for the ways in which oppressor-oppressed 

relationships manifest themselves in the world. Even as borders have dissolved, diasporic 

populations have suffered continued subjugation and injuries. Scholars have expanded 

Third World discourses in theoretical formulations used to consider issues of race, class, 

and gender in a wide range of contexts.26 Ella Shohat and Robert Stam, in Unthinking 

Eurocentrism: Multiculturalism and the Media, account for this broadening with the 

following analysis: 

The fundamental definition of the “Third World” has more to do with protracted 

structural domination than with crude economic categories (‘the poor’), 

developmental categories (the ‘non-industrialized’), racial categories (‘the non-

White’), cultural categories (‘the backward’), or geographical categories (‘the 

East,’ ‘the South’).”27  
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When understood this way, universal connections can be made between globally specific 

hegemonic systems of oppression and the ways in which they function between and 

within national contexts.  

The first major conference to focus on “Third World” issues took place in the 

Indonesian city of Bandung in April 1955. Attendees from twenty-nine Asian and 

African Third World countries joined other cultural ambassadors to discuss issues of 

racism and the abuses of colonialism. The goal of the conference was to establish a Third 

World solidarity under that specific banner. The conference drew the attention and 

support of several major civil rights activists and intellectuals from the United States. 

W.E.B. DuBois, along with actor/musician/activist Paul Robeson, had been unable to 

attend the conference due to the American government’s revocation of their passports.28 

In his stead, DuBois sent a missive of support and solidarity in which he declared the 

following:  

We colored folk of America have long lived with you Yellow, Brown, and Black 

folk of the world under the intolerable arrogance and assumption of the White 

race. Today as we rise to our own feet and strive toward the Sun, we join you in 

hope and striving, And in welcoming to fellowship the nations of northern and 

eastern Europe who repudiate race superiority, recognize no color line and neither 

own colonies nor seek them. We all unite in the great and unalterable 

determination to be free, to live in comfort and health and to know the Truth.29  

 

The American-born black author Richard Wright shared this belief in international 

solidarity and, unlike Robeson and DuBois, was free to attend the conference because he 

was living as an expatriate. He later published his reflections on the movement’s 

relationship to black Americans and the significance of this historical moment.30  
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Wright had become a French citizen in 1947 and had been living there for years 

as an expatriate. Constant harassment from US intelligence officials and an inability to 

operate with creative freedom had driven him from America.31 Functioning as a reporter 

from the West, Wright published a travelogue, The Color Curtain: A Report on the 

Bandung Conference, in 1956 that documented his experiences at the conference. In it, 

Wright recalled explaining to his wife his interest in the Bandung convocation:  

I’m an American Negro; as such, I’ve had a burden of race consciousness. So 

have these people. I worked in my youth as a common laborer, and I’ve a class 

consciousness. So have these people…. I was a member of the Communist Party 

for twelve years and I know something of the politics and psychology of 

rebellion. These people have had as their daily existence such politics. These 

emotions are my instruments. They are emotions, but I’m conscious of them as 

emotions. I want to use these emotions to try to find out what these people think 

and feel and why.32  

 

The Color Curtain serves as a noteworthy chronicle offering an expanded understanding 

of the multitudinous effects of colonization. In paying attention to the cultural activities 

of the people whom he interacted with along his journey, Wright’s work is representative 

of an important shift towards using culture to engage developing issues of a rapidly 

changing world. This dissertation explores how cinema was one outlet that artists turned 

to in order to engage in cultural wars against oppressive institutions. It links the aims and 

struggles of Americans making socially conscious films about racial oppression to a 

broader category of image warfare known as Third Cinema. 

The 1960s proliferation of politically engaged cinema was most notable in 

economically depressed and colonially exploited countries. This dissertation considers 

the concurrence of such a development as evidenced in black-themed filmmaking in 
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America. Shohat and Stam suggest that Third Cinema emerged with the “postwar 

collapse of the European empires and the emergence of Third World nation-states.”33 

Three militant manifestos are particularly significant in announcing the intentions and 

explaining the purposes of revolutionary filmmaking. They are: Glauber Rocha’s “The 

Aesthetics of Hunger” (1965), Fernando Solanas and Otavio Getino’s “Towards a Third 

Cinema” (1969), and Julio Garcia Espinosa’s “For an Imperfect Cinema” (1969). As was 

the case with many European modernist cinemas, the primary connection among these 

manifestos was an outward rejection of Hollywood’s hegemonic cultural dominance. 

Each manifesto, in its own unique way, advocated for what Shohat and Stam have termed 

“media jujitsu.” Defining this process, the authors explain “[s]uch an ‘excorporation’ 

steals elements of the dominant culture and redeploys them in the interests of 

oppositional praxis.”34 In addressing a wide range of imperial injustices, “[m]any of the 

Third World films conduct a struggle on two fronts, at once esthetic and political, 

synthesizing revisionist historiography with formal innovation.”35 Many of the American 

media productions that present or represent blackness in America during the 1960s and 

‘70s demonstrate approaches that incorporate the ideas of and/or respond to the calls of 

these manifestos, whether deliberately or not.  

The struggle for alternative visual representations in a white-dominated media 

landscape has been and remains a formidable one. Aligning the texts that are analyzed in 

depth in the following chapters with postcolonial struggles provides a productive lens for 

studying the cultural imperialism at play both in America and on a global scale during the 

1960s. Such a study highlights the cultural hegemony Hollywood has continually 
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imposed upon the global film landscape and also the work of ancillary media industries in 

supporting, controlling, and maintaining representational imbalances. The wider the body 

of oppositional texts that can be seen to participate in this fight, the more pertinent any 

analysis of a singular text becomes. Films dismissed under pejorative categories such as 

“blaxploitation” can be reconsidered and reevaluated in much more meaningful and 

pedagogically useful ways. The revolutionary drive that motivated this dissertation’s set 

of American films has been consistently undervalued or left unconsidered because they 

existed in Hollywood’s country. A closer look at the aforementioned manifestos provides 

a necessary background for understanding the connections that these American films had 

to arguably the most radical moment of socially and politically engaged filmmaking in 

cinema history. 

Brazilian director Glauber Rocha first presented “The Aesthetics of Hunger” at a 

1965 Latin American Cinema conference held in Genoa, Italy. He identified the 

following problem: “The Latin American neither communicates his real misery to the 

‘civilized’ man, nor does the ‘civilised’ man truly comprehend the misery of the Latin 

American.”36 This tragedy translated appropriately to the situation of underrepresented 

voices in the United States. Rocha defined the Cinema Novo movement in Brazil as 

having the prevailing “characteristics” of hunger, underdevelopment, and, most 

importantly, violence. These characteristics, which in Rocha’s formulations are positive 

forces, helped to distinguish Cinema Novo from the exploitative mechanisms of 

commercial cinema.37 Providing an example of Rocha’s hunger aesthetic, Shohat and 

Stam discuss Nelson Pereira dos Santos’s film, Vidas Secas38 (1967), calling attention to 
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its harsh desert setting (emphasized through overexposure of the film stock), ambient 

lighting (resulting in frequently silhouetted figures), long takes (a four minute 

introduction of an ox cart approaching the camera), and an austere soundtrack (featuring 

only diegetic sounds produced from animals in the village). They view this as an 

advanced form of neorealism that uses formalism to heighten the local significance and 

communal value of the final film. The future of the Cinema Novo movement and its 

ability to enact social change and cultural justice, according to Rocha, was dependent on 

the realization of a collective international and intellectual movement uniting all Third 

World people.39  

Elements of Rocha’s hunger aesthetic are present in many of the American 

productions under investigation in this dissertation. As discussed in Chapter 2, 

environmentally-inspired formalism mixed with neorealism pervades Shirley Clarke’s 

The Cool World (1963). The use of industrial railroad sounds and early Motown music in 

Nothing But a Man (Michael Roemer, 1964) also fit well with Rocha’s revolution-driven 

aesthetic formulations. There is ample evidence of media producers and creative talent 

from the 1960s onwards working diligently to combat staid projections of blackness and 

regressive images of black communities in America. The films from this period strove to 

depict the nuanced experience of being black in America in an effort to expose racist 

forces and systemic fixtures of inequality. In doing so, they hoped for change. Because of 

the difficulty in gaining access to a financially and culturally barricaded sector such as 

the media industry, many of the artists gunning for change banded together in the interest 

of producing an alternative visual reality for the representation of oppression. Their focus 



 19 

on community and drive for authenticity often manifested itself in neorealist filmmaking. 

The predominance of this filmmaking mode was also, in part, due to budgetary 

constraints resulting from the overwhelming unavailability of significant financial 

investments in black-themed projects. Cheaper, light-weight film cameras, inexperienced 

actors, and non-union crews all helped to keep costs relatively manageable. Studying the 

range of visual texts that emerged during this period facilitates valuable critiques of the 

social, political and economic climate in which they were produced, offering many 

insights into the black communities that they feature.  

In 1969, Julio García Espinosa published “For an Imperfect Cinema” in Cine 

Cubano. He registered concerns that Cuban cinema was moving away from revolution 

and towards a cinema of quality. He wondered if truly revolutionary cinema should be so 

strongly celebrated by the European intelligentsia who experienced the films at lavish 

festivals.  In calling for an imperfect cinema, he advocated mass participation in the 

process of filmmaking. Espinosa suggested that a celebration of the role of the director 

reproduces an unfavorable power dynamic whereby a select cadre of cultural producers 

construct a national imaginary for someone else’s consumption. He claims, “[f]or us, 

then, the revolution is the highest expression of culture because it will abolish artistic 

culture as a fragmentary human activity.”40 In Espinosa’s formulation, cinema should not 

have to be subjected to interpretation. Instead, imperfect cinema should be a transparent 

presentation of social processes and provide an inherently Cuban view of everyday life.41 

This type of cinema is intended to cultivate a sense of community and national pride, and 
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it has strong corollaries in the black cultural efforts inspired by Amiri Baraka and the 

other founding members of the Black Arts Movement.  

American filmmaking throughout the ‘60s, particularly that of Third World 

Newsreel and other people of color-led productions, strove to capture black experiences 

on film for the purpose of collective unification. Roger Kramer, discussing the objective 

of the New York branch of Newsreel, explained, “We want to make films that unnerve, 

that shake assumptions, that threaten, that do not soft-sell, but hopefully (an impossible 

ideal) explode like grenades in peoples’ faces or open minds up like a good can 

opener.”42 This idea of revolutionary and militant cinema becomes a common thread in 

Third Cinema discourse, invoking the ideas Frantz Fanon put forth in The Wretched of 

the Earth. It can be seen clearly in Baraka’s poem, “Black Art,” that demands “Poems 

that shoot / guns.”43 The more radical strains of filmmaking from this period channel the 

violence and frustration of the black experience in America. The weaponization of 

culture is a central theme in the Third Cinema contributions of Fernando Solanas and 

Octavio Getino. 

The most remarked upon manifesto from this time period is “Hacia un tercer 

cine,”44 written by Argentinian filmmakers Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino in 

1969. In the following passage, they coined the term Third Cinema and provided its first 

explicit definition:  

The anti-imperialist struggle of the peoples of the Third World and of their 

equivalents inside the imperialist countries constitutes today the axis of the world 

revolution. Third cinema is, in our opinion, the cinema that recognizes in that 

struggle the most gigantic cultural, scientific, and artistic manifestation of our 
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time, the great possibility of constructing a liberated personality with each people 

as the starting point – in a word, the decolonization of culture.45  

 

In order to elaborate on this distinction, the authors described First Cinema as the 

commercial cinema of Hollywood and Second Cinema as the auteur cinema of the French 

New Wave and Cinema Novo. They used Left Bank filmmaker Chris Marker’s example 

of giving workers 8mm equipment to film the world according to the way they saw it as a 

demonstration of a more profound mode of revolutionary cinema – a way of arming the 

people. Solanas and Getino elevated militant documentary filmmaking as the highest 

form of Third Cinema. They invoked the avant-garde tradition of coupling their political 

agendas with experimental film techniques in order to generate a cultural revolution. 

Films should be independently produced and exhibited in alternative venues so as to be 

divorced from capitalist/imperialist models set forth in First and Second Cinemas. They 

likened their filmmaking process to “guerilla activity,” describing the camera as a rifle 

and the projector as a gun. The success of guerilla warfare depended on the organization 

of an organic military unit and can be strengthened through an alliance with other 

international resistance fighters/filmmakers.46  

Solanas and Getino’s manifesto detailed the strategies they used in making their 

film, La hora de los hornos47 (1968) in order to demonstrate approaches to guerilla 

filmmaking. The film is divided into the following three sections: “Neocolonialism and 

Violence,” “An Act for Liberation,” and “Violence and Liberation.” The cinematic output 

of Luis Buñuel, the Soviet montage filmmakers, and members of the French New Wave 

(particularly Jean-Luc Godard/the Rive Gauche collective) all inform the work. La hora 
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combines documentary footage, still photographs, advertisements, interviews, non-

diegetic Western music, and fictionalized narrative episodes. Effectively deployed image 

and sound montage sequences help create third meanings (in the Sergei Eisensteinian 

sense) that critically condemn Western imperialist and commercial neocolonial 

motivations. Brechtian devices of direct address erode the barrier between the spectator 

and the film, supposedly creating an active viewer. The film literally poses questions to 

the audience and, in its open-ended conclusion, calls for the audience to continue the film 

through their own forms of revolutionary activity.48 As it turned out, not everyone 

enjoyed watching films that confronted them for their lack of a political commitment to 

revolutionary causes. Despite their intentions, many early Third Cinema theorists were 

criticized for the perceived hypocrisies evident in the execution of arthouse strategies and 

relating to their middle/upper-class privileges.49 

The rhetoric of the Solanas/Getino manifesto was similar to that used in 

articulations of the cultural philosophies of black artists such as Baraka and other media 

producers highlighted in this study.50 As their experiences reveal, the established film 

industry in America presented its own unique challenges to revolutionary minded cultural 

producers. Unlike in Fidel Castro’s Cuba, American filmmakers had to fight against the 

cultural expectations of First World moviegoing audiences. Americans had become so 

accustomed to products of the Hollywood system that they had developed a pronounced 

preference for entertaining star-vehicles as opposed to intellectually challenging or 

socially conscious film works. Exhibitors sought to minimize risks which, as mentioned 

earlier, effectively eliminated the Southern market for any black-themed films in the 



 23 

1960s. The overwhelming majority of film reviewers were white, and they often 

demonstrated a universalizing tendency in their coverage of black-themed films. When 

they praised black-themed films, they suggested that race had little to do with the overall 

moral or message of the story. The ways in which this diminished the efforts of the artists 

to motivate social change can be seen in the reception analysis of Nothing But a Man in 

Chapter 4. 

The criticism of Third Cinema practitioners abroad has been applied against 

similarly-minded work produced in America. Third Cinema films typically experience 

success at prominent international film festivals, but, ultimately, they have little impact 

on the communities they are intended to unite. The case of black-themed cinema in 

America is particularly interesting in this regard, as films that received critical praise 

from festivals were frequently panned in America and given little or no chance for 

meaningful distribution because this critical reception encouraged disinterest.51 This can 

be seen in the case studies of The Cool World in Chapter 2 and Dutchman (Anthony 

Harvey, 1966) in Chapter 5. In some cases, distribution was actively denied because of 

the message and theme of the films. Branches of the government and the film industry 

tried to regulate the flow of negative representations of American racial injustices in 

order to deflect Cold War-motivated critiques.52 As shown in Chapter 4, One Potato, Two 

Potato (Larry Peerce, 1964) encountered forms of this regulation. It did not reflect well 

upon the reputation of a leading world power to have its own form of internal 

colonization so publicly critiqued. Contradictory reception patterns between 

national/international and black/white audiences reveal a great deal about cultural 
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gatekeepers and the discursive and popular valorization of specific ‘types’ of film. They 

also demonstrate the positions of certain troubling industrial, commercial, and 

governmental allegiances. 

 Ousmane Sembene is an influential Third Cinema director who produced 

narrative films that critiqued colonial and neocolonial power structures while managing 

to navigate some of the aforementioned pitfalls. He was openly critical of ethnofiction. 

Evidence of his political agenda can be seen in his first short film, Barom Sarret53 (1963), 

which examines the pervasive presence of poverty in Senegal’s capital through a story 

about an unfortunate cart driver. The Senegalese director and author, referred to as “the 

father of African film,” is credited with having made the first black African feature film, 

La Noire de…54(1968).55 The film was shot mostly in France with domestic talent. Both 

its production and its narrative engage with issues of postcolonialism. Having received a 

film education in Moscow, his early films take a neorealist approach that consists of 

careful compositions and long takes. This formal strategy, he felt, would be capable of 

connecting with the substantial number of illiterate people in Senegal in a way that his 

prose could never accomplish.56 His work articulates well the kinds of negotiation a 

revolutionary-minded filmmaker has to work through. His influence is cited and apparent 

in many black-themed filmmaking efforts of the 1960s and 1970s, particularly in the 

work of members of the LA Rebellion.57 

  The category of Third Cinema has never been concretely defined.58 In their 

manifesto, Solanas and Getino relegated Cinema Novo to the category of Second Cinema 

because they view it as too auteur-centric. Conversely, scholars such as Hamid Naficy 
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see great potential in analyzing auteur-driven expression when films clearly reflect 

unique cultural positions or experiences. He refers to artists who produce such work as 

accented filmmakers. Naficy posits, “Accented filmmakers are not just textual structures 

or fictions within their films, they are also empirical subjects, situated in the interstices of 

cultures and film practices who exist outside and prior to their films.”59 The presence of 

the “author” can be palpably felt in many of the works analyzed in this project, but this 

authorial presence is not limited to a consideration of the director of the film. Because of 

the complete absence of opportunity for black filmmakers, the authorship of many of the 

films discussed belongs to a wide-range of collaborative parties – actors, writers, 

communities and producers. When considered as a movement, this collective form of 

accented authorship reveals a unique history of the black experience during the late 

stages of the civil rights era. 

While the positive reception of Rocha’s films at international festivals seemed to 

diffuse their political legitimacy for some critics, it also enabled their distribution and 

triggered discussions about a new type of cinema that would motivate future filmmakers 

to be politically engaged. Espinosa suggests that films of ‘quality’ can only serve to 

reproduce cultural hierarchies that benefit colonial powers. The economic requirements 

for the production of visual media make it almost impossible for this to be avoided. Paul 

Willemen claims that “[i]n Europe, most Third Cinema products have definitely been 

consumed in a Second Cinema way, bracketing the politics in favour of an appreciation 

of the authorial artistry.”60 The focus on categories and exclusionary critiques that this 
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thinking encourages often undermines the value of the work at hand and inhibits the 

possibility of cinema as a tool for social change.  

The debate amongst those concerned as to whether or not a First Cinema 

filmmaker can produce a Third Cinema feature is a central concern of this dissertation. 

Gillo Pontecorvo’s La battaglia di Algeri (1966) is the focus of one such illustrative 

argument. Mike Wayne, in Political Film, argues that Pontecorvo’s film demonstrates 

aspects of all three Cinemas, but he finds it is too enmeshed in First and Second Cinema 

techniques and strategies to qualify effectively for complete inclusion in the Third 

Cinema category. He defines Third Cinema according to four key markers: historicity, 

politicization, critical commitment, and culture specificity. Regarding historicity, Wayne 

suggests that The Battle of Algiers does not fully represent the historical conditions of the 

Algerian conflict. He argues that it overlooks the violent suppression of previous 

Algerian revolts (particularly the 1945 massacre at Setif). Politically, he takes issue with 

the fact that the process of the central character Ali gaining his revolutionary 

consciousness is elided in the interest of narrative development. Wayne suggests that the 

film is limited in its critical commitment because it opts for a homogenous presentation 

of the National Liberation Front (FLN) instead of considering gender and class 

hierarchies. Finally, he believes the film lacks cultural specificity in that it privileges 

European aesthetic strategies. These techniques ultimately work to position Battle of 

Algiers as a tragic and universal commentary on the human condition, thereby negating 

its revolutionary possibilities in Wayne’s final estimation.61   
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 Shohat and Stam are more forgiving in their interpretation of Battle of Algiers, 

suggesting that it is thoroughly inflected with “the spirit of Fanonian Third Worldism.”62 

In their reading, Ali’s insufficient character development helps focus attention on the 

mass protagonist of the film – the Algerian people. If there is a lack of cultural 

specificity, as Wayne suggests, it is a structural absence that productively strengthens the 

ties between the Algerian situation and other colonized peoples. Shohat and Stam point to 

the historical resonance the film has had for oppressed populations in order to highlight 

its universal appeal. They note how it has been used as a weapon against injustice, 

explaining, “…in the 1960s and 1970s with the war in Vietnam (for American leftists) 

and with the African American liberation struggle (for Black Panthers); in the 1980s and 

1990s…with the various intadafas in Israel/Palestine, with a series of wars in and on Iraq, 

and with the Arab Spring beginning in 2010.”63 Stam notes elsewhere that Solanas was a 

consultant throughout the production of the film.64 The importance of collaboration and 

collective work is critical to the success of meaningful Third Cinema across the globe and 

in America. The circulation of revolution-inspired, socially conscious films can cultivate 

meaningful change. 

 While Stam/Shohat and Wayne offer different interpretations of the Third Cinema 

category, the authors manage to raise relevant concerns about some of the shortcomings 

of the attendant scholarship. One critique put forth is that Third Cinema too often 

engages in national rhetoric that paints populations as homogenous entities. Shohat and 

Stam note, “[t]he view of the nation as unitary muffles the ‘polyphony’ of social and 

ethnic voices within heteroglot cultures.”65 They suggest that particularly evident in these 
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films is the suppression of female voices and concerns. Such instances of exclusion have 

been endemic to cinema since its early days, and this represents a much more rampant 

failing of culture at this point in human history. The porousness of texts such as Battle of 

Algiers and their subsequent ability to be repurposed for revolutionary pedagogical 

motivations multiply their value and encourage different reading strategies.  

 Teshome H. Gabriel’s writings have been highly influential in catalyzing more 

recent scholarly debates on Third Cinema, and they propose a flexible framework for 

thinking about revolutionary film. Jim Pines, in his “Preface” to Questions of Third 

Cinema, notes, “Gabriel’s reformulations effectively globalized the concept of Third 

Cinema and, in addition, recognized the importance of certain white European-American 

oppositional practices within this framework…”66 Many of these reformulations appear 

in Gabriel’s 1989 essay, “Towards a Critical Theory of Third World Films,” as he 

suggests a rethinking of the study of Third Cinema. Gabriel divides Third World films 

into three phases; each phase is drawn from Fanon’s description of the evolutionary 

pattern of Third World intellectuals in Wretched of the Earth.67 The first of these phases 

is “unqualified assimilation.” Industries mimicking Hollywood’s commercial and 

aesthetic strategies fall within this grouping and would include something like 

Bollywood, according to Gabriel. The economic security of these industries enables them 

to incorporate local counter-cinemas. This phase could be critically used to analyze some 

of the Hollywood-produced, black-themed films that begin to crop up in the 1960s. 

Hollywood effectively incorporated black-themed filmmaking in a way that obscured the 

efforts of many revolutionary-minded artists.68 The second stage is the “remembrance 
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phase,” which witnesses the appearance of indigenous production companies and new 

film movements that embody and, importantly, rework the principles/strategies of 1960s 

Third Cinema. Here Gabriel calls attention to the potential for exploitation on the part of 

Third World directors “…who peddle poverty and misery at festival sites in Europe and 

North America and do not approach their craft as a tool of social transformation.”69 

Gabriel’s third phase is the “combative phase.”70 It most closely adheres to Espinosa’s 

call for an imperfect cinema. The documentary work of William Greaves, including films 

such as First World Festival of Negro Arts (1966) and Still a Brother (1968), fit well in 

an American iteration of this phase. Examples of the third phase become much harder to 

identify in the US after the 1970s, as a globally inspired revolutionary impulse is much 

less detectable.  

Gabriel proposes that three critical components can be studied at each phase: the 

text, reception, and production. Moving from phase I to phase III the following 

progressions occur: (1) the texts become increasingly inscribed with cultural codes; (2) 

the audience becomes more active; and (3) the production becomes more community-

driven. The phase categories are less useful than an analysis of the components because 

the latter approach allows for much more fluidity. Gabriel admonishes that critics of 

Third Cinema texts have to avoid assuming an authoritative stance, and revolutionary 

potential depends on how communities make sense of a given text in culturally and 

politically productive ways. Categorical designation is appealing and undeniably 

necessary for academic work, but it is also restrictive and limiting. It can, in a very 

counterproductive way, help to maintain authoritatively regulated cultural value.71  
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In an American context, where Third Cinema has had to exist within an 

oppressively regulated and established film industry very counter to its aims and goals, 

the suggested categorizations of many Third Cinema theorists need to be adjusted 

accordingly. Many of the films discussed in the following chapters use cultural codes to 

try to reach a wider, more diverse audience. But their ability to do so is directly 

dependent on the allowances of corporate structures already in place. Gabriel writes, “A 

critic who is sensitive to the form and meaning of Third Cinema and aesthetics must be 

aware of the relationship between the work, the society and the popular memory that 

binds them together.”72 It is the nexus of the work, society, culture, and reception that 

much of the work in the following chapters aims to explore. In adding to the history of 

radical cinema from the 1960s, I hope to open more productive avenues for analyzing 

contemporary American films. Critical work on Third Cinema can come dangerously 

close to reproducing the power dynamics it seeks to upend; my aversion to categorical 

distinctions outside of the broadest allowable represents an effort to avoid such 

reproductions. Division is a recurring pitfall in the analysis and deployment of Third 

Cinema as a category. My aim here is to open up this framework and explore the 

collective opportunities of studying a wider range of Third Cinemas.  

 Looking at black-themed American media productions from 1960s through the 

lens of Third Cinema offers a critically useful way to investigate work from this period. 

The above discussion of Third Cinema demonstrates the historical connections between 

colonialism and representation. It further explores some of the strategies used in the past 

to combat Hollywood’s hegemonic operations. Chances of success continue to be very 
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limited in an industry that still has restrictions in place that bar the entry of people of 

color into positions whereby they can gain the necessary experience and support to 

powerfully weaponize American cinema. This is the very tragic situation of Third 

Cinema practitioners striving for change in a First World setting. 

 “BLACK” FILM AND MEDIA 

The point of underlying over-determination – black cultural repertoires constituted from 

two directions at once – is perhaps more subversive than you think. It is to insist that in 

black popular culture, strictly speaking, ethnographically speaking, there are no pure 

forms at all. Always these forms are the product of partial synchronization, of 

engagement across cultural boundaries, of the confluence of more than one cultural 

tradition, of the negotiations of dominant and subordinate positions, of the subterranean 

strategies of recoding and transcoding, of signifying.73  

-Stuart Hall, “What Is This ‘Black’ in Black Popular Culture?” 

Oscar Micheaux is the most prominent historical figure in the early development 

of race films, and, as such, has been a primary focus of scholarship on black 

filmmakers.74 His pioneering efforts in films such as The Homesteader (1919), Within 

Our Gates (1920), and The Exile (1931) make him an exemplary model of a producer, 

writer, and director of black-themed independent cinema. His films sought to correct the 

cinematic representational injustice epitomized in films like The Birth of a Nation 

(Griffith, 1915). His output provided a framework for future global independent 

filmmakers driven by counter-hegemonic agendas. These directors would have to gain 

funding from a wide range of sources in order to promote narrative films that prominently 

featured non-white talent, engaged historically negative representations, and 

demonstrated alternative aesthetic approaches to filmmaking. Micheaux’s legacy is 

illuminating for several reasons relevant to this study. He faced a seemingly endless 
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number of obstacles in producing and distributing films that dealt with the situation of 

black Americans in a racist US society.  

Micheaux worked relentlessly as itinerant film salesman, traveling the country 

and renting space from independent theaters to financially sustain his counter-hegemonic 

endeavors. Many of the film projects discussed in the following chapters similarly 

required the people responsible for their realization to secure funding in unconventional 

ways. They also sought atypical exhibition strategies. The American film industry has 

rarely demonstrated a receptive position to films made about black Americans. The late 

historical and industrial recovery of Micheaux’s works (and the ensuing critical 

discourse) demonstrates the ways in which historians and the film industry have lagged in 

their focus on politically minded forms of race cinema. That being noted, a great deal of 

scholarship has recently emerged on Micheaux and other black filmmakers.75 Much of 

this scholarship has been enabled through the restoration and redistribution of early black 

films.76 This work continues today with regards to black-themed cinema, as the very 

recent Blu-Ray restorations of Raisin in the Sun, Killer of Sheep (Charles Burnett, 1977), 

Daughters of the Dust (Julie Dash, 1991), and To Sleep with Anger (Charles Burnett, 

1990) demonstrate. Few of the films and filmmakers discussed have yet garnered much 

academic attention, but this is beginning to change as well with, for example, the efforts 

of journals such as Black Camera. 

 Much of the academic work on Micheaux has sought to evaluate both how his 

work articulates blackness and also how he struggled to succeed in a white-dominated 

industry.77 In establishing the terms of this study, one of the first areas to be addressed is 
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how blackness is being defined and used to identify the texts analyzed for this project.78 

A noticeable corpus of scholarship concerned with black representation in film emerged 

in the 1970s, consisting of the following works: Edward Mapp’s Blacks in American 

Films: Today and Yesterday (1972)79, Donald Bogle’s Toms, Coons, Mullatoes, 

Mammies and Bucks: An Interpretive History of Blacks in American Films (1973)80, 

James P. Murray’s To Find an Image: Black Films from Uncle Tom to Super Fly 

(1973)81, Daniel J. Leab’s From Sambo to Superspade: The Black Experience in Motion 

Pictures (1976)82, Thomas Cripps’s Slow Fade to Black: The Negro in American Film, 

1900-1942 (1977)83, and Cripp’s Black Film as Genre (1978). Taken together, these 

works deal mostly with stereotypes and the lack of positive black representation in film 

history.84 Because they were written in the 1970s, they mostly examine films made by 

white filmmakers that depict black lives on screen. The films that manage positive or 

honest representations are more likely to be deemed black films, suggesting the 

importance of authenticity in these early evaluative schemes. Scholarly debates continue 

through today as to whether the content or the creators should ultimately take precedence 

in the establishment of a black film genre. 

Black Film as Genre is Cripps’s seminal, theoretical contribution to offering a 

definition of black film. Importantly, he suggests that such a thing as ‘black film’ does 

exist, and, using a relatively broad framework, he investigates its generic evolution. 

Cripps proposes the following definition: 

…“black film” may be defined as those motion pictures made for theater 

distribution that have a black producer, director, and writer, or black performers; 
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that speak to black audiences or, incidentally, to white audiences possessed of 

preternatural curiosity, attentiveness, or sensibility toward racial matters; and that 

emerge from self-conscious intentions, whether artistic or political, to illuminate 

the Afro-American experience.85 

 

Mark A. Reid responds directly to this definition in his Redefining Black Film, calling for 

a narrowing down of Cripps’s definition of black film. Reid takes issue with the fact that 

whites produce, write, and/or direct many so-called ‘black’ films. He focuses, then, on 

black independent film, which he defines as “…a film that focuses on the black 

community and is written, directed, produced, and distributed by individuals who have 

some ancestral link to black Africa.”86 Reid’s definition is useful for his specific project, 

but it eliminates a great deal of media that would allow for a more thorough historical and 

analytical engagement with the struggle for black representation.  

Several other scholars debate the validity of Cripps’s definition of ‘black film’ as 

a generic category, arguing for or against its versatility. Tommy L. Lott, in his essay “A 

No-Theory Theory of Contemporary Black Cinema,” suggests that texts such as Phyllis 

Rauch Klotman’s Frame by Frame: A Black Filmography (1979) and George H. Hill and 

Robert Parish’s Black Action Films liberally apply Cripps’s definition to too wide a range 

of films. Lott argues that often criteria imposed on discussions of black film tend to 

ignore “…the political dimensions of black filmmaking practices.”87 Lott cites Gabriel 

and Kobena Mercer as two scholars productively arguing that aesthetics are linked to 

production and distribution and, therefore, must be considered in any meaningful 

evaluation of black-themed filmmaking. Lott moves away from authorship-determined 

blackness towards one that is culturally and historically determined.  
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Scholars such as Gladstone L. Yearwood and Michael Bryce Gillepsie 

productively take up the gesture towards a more abstract and mutable concept of black 

film and blackness in film. Yearwood’s approach to distinguishing black film as such 

relies on an Afrocentric model that he explains in the following way: 

This model moves away from a preoccupation with black film as defined by the 

majority culture and focuses more on how the expressive strategies and cultural 

mechanisms that have been critical to black survival influence black filmmaking. 

In essence, the criteria for evaluating black film are shaped in a fundamental sense 

by the black experience. In this view, black film is a cultural expression that 

reflects the survival impulse of African American culture, which has had to 

struggle against the marginalization that results from institutionalized racism and 

its popular cultural expression in the Classical Hollywood cinema.88 

 

This definition is useful for discussing the representation of the black American 

experience under a Third Cinema framework. The often-overlooked works from the 

period under study articulate the effects of racial discrimination on many different levels. 

Further, they often explore the subjectivity of a black protagonist and his/her interactions 

with the community through subversive formal and narrative strategies. Focusing on 

community-produced texts that in some way present or illuminate the marginalization of 

blacks in a white-dominated form of mass media – on the level of production, aesthetics, 

and reception - reveals varied approaches to and reactions against hegemonic media 

operations.  

 Like Yearwood, Gillespie finds essentialist definitions of black film to be 

limiting. In Film Blackness, he proposes methods for expanding the discussions that can 

be had regarding how cinema articulates blackness. Gillespie “promotes contextual and 
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relational tendencies of the idea of black film” by focusing “on questions of intertextual 

consequence, visuality, performativity, cultural history, and the politics of cinematic 

form.”89 He argues that critical work on cinematic blackness should be intertextual. His 

case studies exemplify this approach, considering the interaction of cultural codes, 

production efforts, industrial histories, textual components, and audience responses in a 

diverse set of films. This closely approximates the strategy taken towards the analysis of 

the films in the following chapters. The directors of all of the films are white. While some 

might debate the degree to which the films authentically convey a black experience, they 

inarguably aim to explore what it meant to be black in 1960s America. In an effort to 

make this dissertation a more versatile contribution to film studies scholarship, the set of 

films analyzed in these chapters are referred to as black-themed films. This phrase is used 

in Christopher Sieving’s Soul Searching to avoid some of the pitfalls of essentialization 

or over-determination.90 In invoking the idea of a revolutionary aesthetic in this study, it 

is important to explore briefly how a black aesthetic has been discussed in film 

scholarship.  
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BLACK AESTHETICS 

The need for an essentialist theory diminishes along with the idea of a monolithic black 

film aesthetic, once we realize that there is no monolithic black audience….The theory we 

need now is a political theory of black cinema that incorporates a plurality of aesthetic 

values which are consistent with the fate and destiny of black people as a group engaged 

in a protracted struggle for social equality.91 

-Tommy L. Lott, “A No-Theory Theory of Contemporary Black Cinema” 

Discussions about cinema and black people – whether they are portrayed accurately, 

which films are ‘positive’, how films made by blacks fare beside others – reproduce false 

consciousness until they are grounded in knowledge of how the overwhelming experience 

of African people with this apparatus of representation has been as a mechanism of 

domination.92 

-Clyde Taylor, “Black Cinema in the Post-aesthetic Era” 

 

 

 Much scholarly attention has been devoted to critiquing the idea of a black 

aesthetic. Two camps represent the major division dealt with in these discussions. The 

suggestion that a black aesthetic is discernable has been refuted for its tendency to 

foreground essentialist evaluation criteria.93 A nonessentialist approach risks 

undermining active strategies of resistance-through-style and unifying invocations of 

cultural hybridity. The most consistent contemporary trend is to accept that aesthetics and 

politics are intimately entangled and to try to map out the ways in which they intersect in 

a socio-historical context.94  A great deal of scholarly work has been directed towards 

finding the black aesthetic in music, comedy, theater, and literature while film and visual 

media productions have received less sustained critical investigations.95 This is likely due 

to the relative scarcity of black-produced visual art and the complicated negotiations of 

talent involved in highly collaborative projects.96 For example, many of the race movies 

from the 1940s were considered compromised productions as white men seeking to 

exploit a black audience financed, directed, and produced the majority. This argument 
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reappears in the 1960s and 1970s.97 Rarely were the films from the ‘40s attempting to 

address the socio-political situation of being black in America; even more rarely were 

they attempting to do so in a stylistically distinguishing manner. I argue the lack a 

comprehensive analysis of films from 1960-67 points towards critical and scholarly blind 

spots in the study of black-themed filmmaking. In this project, I aim to reexamine, 

recontextualize and, ultimately, redeem texts that have been dismissed because of their 

lack of access to distribution channels and/or low production values.98 One of the main 

linkages between the texts is a radical, revolutionary aesthetic that is being deployed as 

part of the film’s project to present uniquely the collective struggle of black Americans 

against systemic oppression. This aesthetic, although employed in films made by white 

directors, follows closely with many descriptions of the political operations of a black 

aesthetic. 

 A 1971 collection of essays, The Black Aesthetic, edited by Addison Gayle Jr., 

prompted a great deal of discussion about the nature of a black aesthetic and how it could 

be traced across different cultural productions. The compilation consists of thirty essays 

by black writers discussing theory, fiction, music, poetry, and drama. Most of the essays 

suggest a sense of confusion about how a black aesthetic could clearly be articulated. 

Considered together, they point toward generational divides existing around such a 

debate.99 More radically minded and contemporary contributors, such as Larry Neal and 

Baraka, felt that white American ideas and responses had too tainted black art of the past. 

They suggested that black culture needed to undergo a revolution.100 The older essay 

writers generally argued that history is a necessary consideration in the process of 
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evaluating an always-developing, unique aesthetic. Gayle Jr.’s collection, as such, 

represents many of the internal debates about how blackness manifests itself in the arts. 

In doing so, it brings to the fore the difficulties in navigating the articulation and 

deployment of a black aesthetic.101 Some of the most useful cultural critiques, for the 

purpose of this project, argue that a black aesthetic is one that moves towards a global 

diasporic framework as a means to elide arguably arbitrary geographic and demographic 

constraints.102 In other words, black film, black aesthetics, and Third Cinema are all 

united in a common aim to combat forms of social, cultural, and political oppression.  

 Stuart Hall focuses on the question of a black aesthetic in his essay, “What Is This 

‘Black’ in Black Popular Culture?” Hall suggests, “[b]y definition, black popular culture 

is a contradictory space. It is a sight of strategic contestation…the essentializing moment 

is weak because it dehistoricizes difference.”103 Throughout his essay, Hall reiterates the 

connections between black popular culture and a decolonized sensibility. He suggests that 

popular culture is, building on Antonio Gramsci, a mythic arena of struggle where 

various experiences and identities are imagined and presented to audiences.104 The 

stability of any one idea of a black aesthetic is impossible to maintain. However, to 

disavow completely the methods used to articulate specifically black experiences in 

popular culture feels intellectually irresponsible. The value of popular culture, and 

specifically black popular culture, is the proliferation of identities that can be consumed, 

refuted, critiqued, or outwardly rejected. Cultural studies involved in thinking about 

blackness almost always depend on an understanding of the historical context in which 

these identities are able to take on meaning.105 
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 Paul Gilroy explores the presence of a black aesthetic by drawing on the work of 

Hall and taking into account the global dispersion of culture. In The Black Atlantic: 

Modernity and Double Consciousness, Gilroy argues that African American literature 

needs to be considered outside of a cultural vacuum that insists on a racial signifier as the 

basis of inclusion in or exclusion from a defined canon. Like Hall, Gilroy suggests a 

more dynamic analysis of black literature, one that would take into account international 

exchanges.106 This approach connects the identification of the black struggle in America 

with colonial struggles across the globe. Thinking about the ways the black diaspora 

inflects American writing from and about African Americans enables a more nuanced 

reading of the politics involved in the formal and narrative strategies of any particular 

text.107 This type of consideration greatly informs my dissertation. Evidence of the 

discussed artists engaging with Third World revolutions and more general postcolonial 

theory abounds in the 1960s. As black filmmakers emerge in the late 1960s and 1970s, 

this inspiration becomes much more apparent through the following examples: attendance 

at the Third World Filmmakers Meeting in Algiers, 1973108; the founding principles of 

the LA Rebellion109; the creation of production companies invoking Third Cinema 

discourse110; and explicit aesthetic nods to political filmmakers abroad.111   

 Herman Gray’s Watching Race: Television and the Struggle for Blackness 

provides an exemplary demonstration of how the work of cultural study theorists such as 

Hall can be usefully applied to an analysis of American commercial culture. Gray uses 

the complexity of black television during the 1980s to work through the negotiations of 

black cultural politics and commercial culture. Focusing on moments of articulation as a 
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means to avoid theoretical traps, Gray explains “My aim, then, is to identify, specify, and 

make sense of the ways in which these specifically black ‘structures of feeling’ – 

sensibilities, perspectives, and traditions – get claimed, expressed, mediated, and 

appropriated in contemporary mass-produced and –distributed commercial culture.”112 

This useful methodological approach considers the interpretative flexibility of dynamic 

texts while analyzing the role that various media industries and historical context play in 

shaping their cultural impact. It allows for a certain mutability of any given text so that an 

aesthetic can be evaluated based on the scholarly evidence presented. 

 A coherent narrative is difficult to maintain in attempting to unite the political 

agendas of a wide-range of artists and black-themed texts produced during this period. In 

some ways, plurality often created more problems than it solved, with different factions 

of politically motivated groups clashing over representational strategies at the expense of 

one another. The advantage of the Hollywood studio system was its vast store of 

resources and formulaic approaches to filmmaking. The black-themed films produced 

during this period differed significantly in ways that often corresponded to developments 

in the civil rights movement. 

AMERICA DIVIDED 

 The black-themed films from 1960-67 are important to study because they 

emerged during a time of extreme social, cultural and political volatility in America. The 

civil rights movement was building momentum in its pursuit of equal rights for African 

Americans despite the overwhelming counterforces of racism and institutional 
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inaccessibility. The decade began with peaceful sit-ins, such as that which occurred in 

Greensboro, N.C., and the founding of new civil rights groups such as the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). Previously racially-exclusive colleges 

across the country (mostly in the South), including the University of Mississippi and the 

University of Alabama, were enrolling their first black students. The March on 

Washington saw more than 200,000 people organize for a peaceful march; it was during 

this protest that Martin Luther King, Jr., delivered his “I Have a Dream” speech. 

President Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which legally prohibited 

discrimination on a federal level.113  

Despite Johnson’s federal mandate, peaceful integration was met with much 

resistance from white America. Ku Klux Klan members murdered three civil rights 

workers in Mississippi in 1964, for example. Malcolm X was assassinated on February 

21, 1965. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 was passed on August 10, catalyzed in large 

part by an unprovoked police assault on a group of nonviolent, marching Black citizens 

in Selma, Alabama a few months prior on March 7. This protest, now known as “Bloody 

Sunday,” was in response to the murder of a black civil rights activist at the hands of a 

white police officer.114 Significant change seemed to follow significant losses and 

demonstrations of brutality.  

A series of urban race riots would explode across the country in the mid-1960s, 

mostly in response to police harassment and poor living conditions for black citizens. The 

most violent of these included the Watts Riot in Los Angeles in August 1965, with others 

occurring across the nation in New York, New Jersey, Illinois, Michigan, and Ohio. In 
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response to the slow pace of actual implemented change occurring in the country, Huey 

Newton and Bobby Seale founded the militant Black Panther party in Oakland, 

California, in October 1966. Federal organizations hounded members of these parties, 

fearing the effects that their militant proselytizing might have in perpetuating violence 

and societal dissonance. Both leaders had several book-length FBI dossiers detailing their 

movement and activities. The perceived radicalness involved with Stokely Carmichael’s 

1967 coining of the phrase ‘black power’ further escalated these fears.115  

Members of civil rights organizations became further splintered following the 

assassination of King in Memphis, Tennessee, on April 4, 1968. In the minds of many 

black Americans, a nonviolent approach to change had proven unsuccessful. Seemingly, 

any progress towards equality was met with legally prohibited resistance that saw many 

of the movement’s members unjustly incarcerated or unceremoniously murdered. The 

U.S. government treatment of its black citizens was strongly linked to the situation of 

colonized or recently de-colonized subjects.116 Third World struggles would gain much 

more intellectual and creative attention throughout the 1960s and well into the 1970s.  

Combined with increased news coverage of Third World revolts and in response to 

various forms of political repression, activists and artists made an observable investment 

in the use of culture to combat and expose forms of colonial oppression.117  

This project examines the developments in the American media landscape that 

reflect or seemed to be informed by these changes during the 1960s. It provides an 

overview of a selection of films and filmmakers from the 1960s that engaged socio-

political issues relevant to African Americans in the United States. In doing so, it lays the 
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groundwork for a more thorough understanding of black-themed filmmaking in America. 

It does this, in part, through an analysis of the limitations institutions and society imposed 

upon radical filmmaking. 

HOLLYWOOD’S EXCESS AND DECLINE 

Amidst all the global shifts and domestic unrest in America, Hollywood 

underwent some drastic postwar changes of its own brought on by the beginning of the 

Cold War in July 1947. HUAC (the House Committee on Un-American Activities), 

which had been established in 1938, decided to launch a full-scale investigation into 

communist activities in Hollywood in 1947.118 There were widespread national concerns 

regarding the dissemination of communistic propaganda from left-leaning artists. The 

initial effects of the ensuing Congressional hearings led to a witch hunt that first resulted 

in the banning of ten writers and directors from the film industry.119 It also led to the 

issuing of the Waldorf Statement from the MPAA (Motion Picture Association of 

America). In their statement, the fifty members warned, “We will not knowingly employ 

a Communist or member of any party or group which advocates the overthrow of the 

government of the United States by force or by illegal or unconstitutional methods.”120 

The period of blacklisting that this document and HUAC initiated led to a recession of 

creative activity in the film industry that would be felt well into the 1960s. Dorothy B 

Jones, in her study of this period, suggests that, in 1947, 28% of Hollywood films 

focused on social or psychological problems. According to Jones’s research, this number 

had declined to 9.2% in 1954.121  
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Moving forward from 1947 and throughout the 1950s, blacklisting and paranoid 

informing continued in Hollywood as the McCarthy era took over in the America.122 

Studio heads cautiously avoided any film that could be perceived as having a socially 

progressive message despite that some of the biggest financial and critical successes of 

the 1940s were films that tackled social issues. A few other factors further dictated what 

types of films would be produced during the 1950s. The rapid rise of the popularity of 

television sets and programming would encourage studios to distinguish their product and 

the big screen experience from the one that could be had at home.123 Exploiting new color 

and film technologies, Hollywood began to focus their resources on the production of 

“safe” genres, such as musicals, westerns, and epics. They had already begun to feel the 

effects of the Paramount Decree of May 1948 which mandated that the major studios 

divest themselves of their exhibition branches over a five-year period. Budgets would 

skyrocket as Hollywood began relying much too heavily on returns from bloated 

spectacle films, ultimately resulting in the near financial ruin of several major studios.124 

During this industry-wide recession, Hollywood abandoned the production of shorts, 

newsreels, and B pictures.125 

Hollywood’s decision to sanitize and, to many people, dumb down their product 

helped open the American market to foreign art films and allowed more space for 

independent American productions.126 The growth of extended runs in first-run theaters 

and a lack of product for independent exhibitors also facilitated this market 

diversification.  In the postwar cinematic landscape, Italian neorealism and the British 

film renaissance gained international praise and attention for their stark depictions of 
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faltering national consciousnesses.127 The studios’ divestiture of their exhibition branches 

and the decrease in Hollywood production resulted in many independently owned 

theaters that were desperate to fill seats. Few dedicated arthouse cinemas existed in 1946; 

by 1960 there were around 450, existing mainly in major urban metropolises.128 Beyond 

the independent houses, the other main venues for black-themed pictures would be inner-

city grindhouses and rural drive-in theaters. These theaters relied on cheap bookings and 

the building of a dedicated audience that would be attracted to a constant rotation of 

screenings. A relaxation of censorship laws would help provide access to a previously 

unseen wealth of material to book in theaters.129 

The influx of foreign films, a decline in moviegoing attendance, and other factors 

such as the rise of television, led to the weakening and eventual eradication of the 

Production Code.130 One of its early death knells sounded when producer-distributor 

Joseph Burstyn objected to the attempted banning of the Italian import, Il miracolo 

(Rosselini, 1948), in New York due to charges of sacrilege. Burstyn took his case to the 

Supreme Court (Joseph Burstyn Inc. v. Wilson) and won, effectively overturning the 

Mutual v. Ohio ruling of 1915.131 A series of court rulings followed that all upheld the 

Miracle decision. The PCA’s reign of censorship was fading quickly by the time the 

1960s began. A ratings system developed and assigned by the Motion Picture Association 

of America (MPAA) would serve as a replacement following its institution in 1968.132 

These developments in the American film industry are necessary for 

understanding the battles faced by the black-themed films discussed in the following 

chapters. As the power of the MPAA and state censors faded, many of these films played 
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a part in challenging representational practices in film. The HUAC trials had made many 

potential film investors and creatives hesitant to support political causes. Without 

regulatory bodies in place, new forms of censorship manifested themselves. Some of 

these include the decisions of distributors and exhibitors regarding their handling of 

potentially volatile material. Although the major production companies were in decline in 

the 1960s, they still exercised control over what could and could not be successful in US 

theaters.  

METHODS 

So the “good” years started coming, tax cut, civil rights bill, FEPC, voters rights; and 

we began to notice more black faces on the screen…and we were happy for them. But 

have we ever stopped (just once) to look under the surface, peel away the glamour and 

‘get the real message?’…This simple subtle propaganda that sneaks into our homes at 

night, into the local movie houses, and finally, into our conscious and subconscious 

minds, is a combination of propaganda and entertainment so beautifully disguised and so 

masterfully presented, that we fall helpless under its spell. Now some people will laugh 

this off as a joke, but we hope that there will be many others who stop and think of the 

powerful weapon negative motion pictures can be. We and our children are constantly 

subjected to the conditioned image ‘they’ want us to see. Never once have we been 

pictured in a strong positive way. Our children have never seen a black actor (hero or 

villain) who wasn’t dependent on the “white man” in some way.133  

– Eddie Ellis, “Are Flicks Making A Case Against ‘The Race’?” 

 

The above quotation is taken from an article published in the African American 

newspaper the Chicago Defender on October 19, 1965. It is offered here as an example of 

how crucial the black American press is to this project. These journalistic outlets offer 

primary sources that engaged in debates over the struggle for media representation from 

perspectives that historically have been made secondary to more hegemonic narratives. 

The author of the piece, Eddie Ellis, is identified as the “ANP [Associated Negro Press] 
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Movie Editor” in the article’s byline.134 Ellis only wrote six articles in this capacity 

throughout the 1960s. The lack of any consistent film section or critical reviews from a 

designated black critic in any newspaper during this period speaks suggestively to the 

collective disenchantment with black representation in Hollywood.135 This is not entirely 

surprising given the way that black Americans had been stereotyped offensively since the 

inception of cinema. 

The author of the Defender piece expressed anger over the recently celebrated 

“advances” in black representation. Ellis specifically took issue with Bill Cosby’s co-

starring role in the NBC television series I, Spy, explaining: “Good break for the brother 

yea, but let’s ‘dig’ his role. Secret Agent??? Who ever heard of a black James Bond 

operating for the good of the U.S. in a foreign country while his brothers and sisters are 

being jailed, his churches bombed, and his little girls killed?”136 He also found it 

problematic that Brock Peters is cast as a gangster in The Pawnbroker (Sidney Lumet, 

1964) whose sole narrative purpose is to harass and exploit a Holocaust survivor. The 

analysis of the weaponization of cinema is a common rhetorical device amongst Third 

Cinema theorists and practitioners. Ellis, intentionally or not, articulated well the type of 

mental abuse and psychological warfare waged upon oppressed colonial populations in 

language reminiscent of Fanon and W.E.B Du Bois. In doing so, he sent out a rallying cry 

for an active revolution. His irritation corresponded with a mounting frustration regarding 

Hollywood’s tacit refusal to cast any actor other than Sidney Poitier in a studio film. On a 

broader scale, it channeled the growing disenchantment of the civil rights movement with 

white America’s nonchalant attitude towards racial inequality.137 
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This project employs a variety of approaches used in film studies scholarship. 

Textual analyses are an important aspect of the project. The isolation of specific moments 

or scenes is used throughout to demonstrate the ways in which these films use distinct 

formal strategies to enact their agenda. Aesthetic variation has always been one of the 

strategies for resisting Hollywood’s hegemonic control. Looking closely at these texts 

helps to establish the connections between the work being done and the artists’ 

commitment to broader socio-political change. As such, an aesthetic of resistance, often 

overlooked due to low-production values inform the work. That aesthetic can usefully be 

discussed in reference to the various strategies developed by many of the Third Cinema 

practitioners discussed above. This strategy serves to expand the historical importance of 

these productions while also building upon the pre-existing narrative of filmmaking as a 

potential mode of resistance. Young, in Soul Power: Culture, Radicalism, and the 

Making of a US Third World Left, provides a useful starting point, as her first chapter 

investigates the ways in which Third World discourses informed media activism in the 

late 1960s.138  

Another approach is the analysis of the various debates in newspapers, industry 

trade publications, African American periodicals and journals, and scholarly essays 

regarding black-themed film from this time period which suggests a great deal about 

misinterpretation and misrepresentation. These sources reveal interesting details about the 

reception patterns and audience responses to the films discussed in the following 

chapters. The black critical community was often suppressed at the expense of the more 

prominent white critical voice. So-called ‘authorities’ dictated taste development in such 
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a way as to reflect the political landscape of the time and enact various forms of 

representational oppression. A great many black-themed films from America played 

exceptionally well at top tier international film festivals. Despite this success, they 

received little domestic attention. I am especially interested in community-specific 

debates regarding black-themed media released during this time. The eventual decline of 

this period of black-themed media production met a fate related to that of many Third 

Cinemas, as they were attacked for discursively similar reasons (i.e. misrepresentation, 

relative incomprehensibility, and lack of commercial viability). 

A third approach is examination of publicity. Important to understanding the 

limitations imposed on the black community’s access to screen time is a close look at the 

paratexts that emerged from various promotional campaigns centered around these films. 

Posters, stills, and newspaper advertisements are used to discern marketing strategies 

geared towards specific demographics. Black-themed films were often poorly marketed 

and misrepresented in reviews and advertisements. These films were given restricted 

access to selective distribution schemes, and, due to economic imperatives, they were 

often at the mercy of large, white-backed corporations. The decisions and strategies of 

those corporations speak to the overall atmosphere of racial misunderstanding in the 

United States between 1960 and 1967. 

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

Chapter One begins with a discussion of Lorraine Hansberry. Her activities 

throughout the 1950s demonstrate her involvement in Third World conversations and her 
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support of global colonial rebellions. Her political leanings influenced much of her 

writing, including her hit Broadway play, A Raisin in the Sun (1959). The announcement 

of plans for a film adaptation of this play signaled a potentially groundbreaking moment 

in Hollywood’s engagement with black-themed material. However, the production 

process soon provided ample evidence that their allegiances to white audiences motivated 

the concerns and allegiances of Columbia’s studio departments. Despite hiring Hansberry 

to write the screenplay for the film, many of her suggestions were rejected because they 

called attention to the ugliness of American racism. A Raisin in the Sun is the only black-

themed film in this study produced by a major Hollywood studio and, as such, offers a 

compelling comparison to independently produced feature films. The chapter ends with 

such a comparison, looking at The Intruder (Roger Corman, 1962). 

The Intruder illustrates many of the difficulties that faced independent black-

themed filmmaking from this period. The director, Roger Corman, believed that filming 

on location in the South was necessary for authenticity. As a low-budget producer, he had 

a level of creative freedom that was not granted to the creative team behind A Raisin in 

the Sun. His ability to show Southern locations and local communities as they were 

provided a base of realism to The Intruder that was disturbing in its effectiveness. The 

crew was constantly hassled and threatened when people found out the nature of their 

project. Corman remembers the film as one of the biggest disappointments of his career. 

When he sought distribution support from Hollywood, no studio would go near his film 

because of its topicality. The marketing campaign was unsuccessful in drawing in 
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audiences, and it was ultimately relegated to drive-in theaters and grindhouses, where it 

was recognized by many as one of the most accurate pictures of a divided America.  

Chapter Two discusses the role that the New American Cinema played in the 

radical and socially-conscious filmmaking of the 1960s. Specifically, the chapter explores 

the career of Shirley Clarke and her commitment to films that dealt with black 

masculinity. Her film, The Cool World, is one of the first ever to be shot on location in 

Harlem. This necessitated the cooperation and collaboration of various members of the 

Harlem community and makes it a compelling example of a collective form of 

authorship. The Cool World is a useful case study for locating how Third Cinema in 

America is unique from both First Cinema and the Second Cinema of Europe. Its 

narrative and formal approaches distinguish it. The black critical community received 

Clarke’s film well, but white audiences and critics rejected it. Enough details are 

available to draw important conclusions about how the film was marketed and what 

approaches did and did not work.  

Chapter Three introduces 1960s labor struggles and film industry campaigns 

around better representational balance on American screens. Ossie Davis is the central 

focus of this chapter. His position as a prominent figure in both the civil rights movement 

and the entertainment industry shows the ways in which the two at times were intimately 

connected. His career helped to open the doors for many of the most important black 

artists of the 1960s and 1970s. Gone Are the Days (Nicholas Webster, 1963), the film 

adaptation of his hit play, Purlie Victorious (1961), attempted to show how absurd black 

stereotypes were. Audiences around the country showed a reluctance to find humor in 



 53 

Davis’s approach. A pattern in the mishandling of independent black-themed film begins 

to take shape in this chapter. Such films first-time producers often led and inexperienced 

distributors handled. The producers continually report to the press that studios lose 

interest in their projects once they hear details about the thematic content. The producers 

also report that overseas distribution companies, conversely, show a surprising amount of 

interest in their films. In an effort to combat the stereotypes that Davis critiques, the 

NAACP led a campaign against Hollywood the same year that Gone Are the Days was 

released. This chapter looks at that campaign in order to compare the difference in 

approaches between the work of the NAACP and the work of the artistic community as 

represented by Davis.   

Chapter Four explores a set of black-themed independent films that were all 

released around the same time. Although widely different in content, style, and story, 

they all share important similarities. The most apparent connective is a shared 

investigation of the cruelty and inhumanity of racist white men. Living Between Two 

Worlds (Bobby Johnson, 1964) was a micro-budgeted film made by the collective efforts 

and sacrifices of producer-writer Horace Jackson’s friend network; it received hardly any 

distribution outside of the screenings Jackson was able to arrange. Black Like Me (Carl 

Lerner, 1964) features actor James Whitmore in blackface. Based on the best-selling 

novel by John Howard Griffin, it follows its white protagonist in his attempt to find out 

what it feels like to be black in the South. The film did surprisingly well with its all-

exploitation campaign, and many younger audiences who found it easier to imagine a 

black perspective when shown through a white person’s perspective embraced it. One 
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Potato, Two Potato was one of the earliest independent films dealing with a relationship 

between a black man and a white woman. Its commercial prospects seemed grim after 

major studios rejected it so the director attempted to enter it in foreign film festivals. The 

Hollywood committee in charge of the selection processed walked out of the film once 

they saw the protagonists kiss. Much to their embarrassment, the film played at Cannes 

and was nominated for a Palme d’Or. It ended up being relatively successful at the 

American box office. The last film examined in the chapter is Nothing But a Man. One of 

the main forces behind the project was Robert Young, a politically engaged 

documentarian who produced works on the North Carolina sit-ins, the Angolan rebellion, 

and Italian corruption. By the time Nothing But a Man faded into obscurity, he was left 

with two Polk awards, $20,000 in debt, no job (or job prospects), and a reputation for 

having made one of the most highly regarded black-themed films in history.  

Chapter Five discusses the interventions of LeRoi Jones/Amiri Baraka in creating 

a radical black culture. The chapter traces his political awakening to experiences with 

Fidel Castro and the Cuban Revolution. He strove to connect radical art with radical 

politics and became a very vocal critic of white imperialism, both abroad and at home. 

This garnered the attention of the FBI and cultural authorities who continually sabotaged 

his efforts throughout the rest of his life. One of Baraka’s efforts was the creation of the 

Black Arts Repertory Theater and School (BARTS). BARTS served as an important 

precursor to many black cultural education centers that developed over the course of the 

next decade. Baraka’s breakout play, Dutchman, was made into a movie in 1966. The 

producer Gene Persson had to film the controversial work in England because of various 
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roadblocks he encountered in the US. The film and its message are connected to the 

increasing violence and misunderstanding that drove the mass riots of the mid-1960s.  

  Taken altogether, these chapters showcase a wide-range of artistic strategies to 

engage and counter the mistreatment of black communities in US media. Each example 

demonstrates a connection to Third Cinema strategies of resistance and a drive towards 

revolution. The challenges they faced in being made and the various ways in which they 

were received help to provide important insights into the divided state of 1960s America. 

This project represents an attempt to reclaim them as part of an international body of 

cinema that challenged forms of global oppression. It hopes to demonstrate the 

meaningful ways in which their pioneering efforts contributed a significant legacy for 

radically-engaged filmmakers going forward.  
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CHAPTER 1: Raisin in the Sun and the Emergence of a Race-Conscious 

Third Cinema in America 

 

What happens to a dream deferred? 

 

Does it dry up 

Like a raisin in the sun? 

Or fester like a sore – 

And then run? 

Does it stink like rotten meat? 

Or crust and sugar over –  

Like a syrupy sweet? 

 

Maybe it just sags 

Like a heavy load. 

 

Or does it explode? 

-Langston Hughes, “Harlem”1 

 

 The announcement of a planned film adaptation of Lorraine Hansberry’s wildly 

successful play, A Raisin in the Sun (1959), signaled a potential turning point in the 

history of black American film representation. The socially conscious, neorealist play 

took an incisive look at the obstacles facing three generations of black Americans in the 

late 1950s and early 1960s. The presentation was told from the semi-autobiographical 

perspective of a black female author. Perhaps encouraged by the box-office and critical 

success of recent Sidney Poitier vehicles, such as The Defiant Ones (Stanley Kramer, 

1958), Hollywood appeared ready to pursue serious filmmaking projects that utilized 

significantly sized black casts and focused on the harsh realities of American racism. 

Unfortunately, the glimmer of hope this moment offered quickly faded away. Raisin’s 
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lukewarm reception ultimately served as rationale for the major studios to continue their 

maintenance of a rather apolitical and predominately white cinema. 

Columbia secured the rights for Hansberry’s drama for $300,000 in 1959 by 

winning a bidding war against other a list of interested companies that included MGM, 

20th-Century Fox, Paramount, The Mirisch Co. and Hecht-Hill-Lancaster.2 The studio 

contracted much of the original theatrical cast3 and brought Hansberry on to produce the 

screenplay. There were, however, a few early indicators that this may not have been an 

entirely altruistic maneuver on Columbia’s behalf. A film adaptation almost guaranteed a 

return on its investment. In just six weeks on Broadway, the show managed to recoup the 

entirety of its $100,000 budget, making it one of the fastest plays to ever do so.4 

Columbia’s decision not to recruit the services of Lloyd Richards, the black director in 

charge of the Broadway show, raised early doubts about how committed the studio was to 

promoting a larger industrial change with regards to behind-the-camera talent. The 

production and exhibition history of the final film well demonstrate the reservations that 

Hollywood had in fully committing to radical, black filmmaking. Instead of being a 

hopeful moment that ushered in an era of screen equality, Raisin in the Sun actually 

ended up discouraging major Hollywood studios from taking any significant risks in 

using cinema to engage race relations in America. The next majority black cast film made 

by a Hollywood studio was Paramount’s Uptight (Jules Dassin, 1968).5 

 Hansberry is a fitting figure to begin this chapter’s discussion of Third Cinema in 

America. She had been involved in Third World and anticolonialist discussions 

throughout most of her life, beginning at a precociously young age.6 Fanon Che Wilkins 
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notes, “It was common for the Hansberry household to host a range of African American 

luminaries such as Paul Robeson, W.E.B. Du Bois, Duke Ellington, Walter White, Joe E. 

Louis, Jesse Owens and others.”7 After moving from Chicago’s South Side to New York 

City in 1950, Hansberry began work on the radical black newspaper, Freedom, alongside 

other Harlem leftists such as John Oliver Killens and Julian R. Mayfield. During this 

time, she studied African history and culture at the Jefferson School under Du Bois, one 

of America’s loudest critics of colonialism and strongest supporters of a Pan-African 

movement.8 The newspaper, published by actor/athlete/musician/activist Robeson, was 

actively engaged with national and international issues spanning from poll taxes, 

employment practices, the war in Korea, and political unrest in Africa.9  

Hansberry experienced a series of quick promotions while employed at Freedom. 

Beginning as a subscription clerk, she rose to the role of associate editor within six 

months. Paralleling her rise with the newspaper, Hansberry quickly became a highly 

visible presence in the activist community. She penned articles attacking anti-Communist 

activities, such as those being conducted by HUAC, openly speaking out against the 

Committee in a 1952 public gathering. Other articles focused on British imperialism in 

Egypt, the South African anti-apartheid activities of the People’s Congress, and the 

Kwame Nkrumah-led rebellion in Ghana. Robeson, unable to travel to a peace conference 

in Montevideo, Uruguay, requested that Hansberry go in his stead. The conference 

attracted 250 international delegates intent on voicing collective opposition to US 

imperialist practices in Latin America. It was, however, canceled before it even 



 67 

commenced due to government intervention. Upon her return to the U.S., Hansberry had 

been placed on an FBI watchlist, resulting in the confiscation of her passport.10   

As a regular contributor to Freedom, Hansberry also played the role of cultural 

critic, frequently reviewing books and plays authored and produced by blacks. In an 

article entitled, “Negroes Cast in Same Old Roles in TV Shows,” Hansberry complained 

about new forms of minstrelsy in the 1950s television shows Beulah (1950-52) and Amos 

‘n’ Andy (1951-53).11 In a piece on juvenile delinquency, Hansberry attacked 

Eurocentrism in visual media for promoting white, “idealized” imagery at the expense of 

black cultural erasure. Her theatrical reviews celebrated challenging work that provided 

positive representations or global political critiques. During her tenure at Freedom, 

Hansberry befriended the black actress, playwright, and writer, Alice Childress. Childress 

had been actively involved with American Negro Theatre (ANT) since joining in 1941. 

ANT was an interracial performance cooperative whose members shared profits and 

promoted politically left productions. Hansberry glowingly reviewed Childress’s play, 

Gold Through the Trees, which focused on the thematic concerns around anticolonialism. 

The relationship with Childress and Hansberry’s growing involvement in activist 

organizations would have a profound impact on her tragically short career.12  

In 1956, Hansberry quit her day jobs to focus exclusively on her writing. 

Hansberry’s husband, Robert Nemiroff, released a hit song, “Cindy, Oh, Cindy,” that 

provided financial security for the pair.13 Judith Smith notes of this period, “Hansberry 

had a number of writing projects underway, all of which were driven by her desire to 

represent something that was missing in mainstream culture: full-bodied African 
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Americans struggling for their rights.”14 One of these projects, A Raisin in the Sun, was 

finished in 1957 and presented to friends Burt D’Lugoff and Philip Rose.15 Rose quickly 

agreed to produce the play, recruiting actor Poitier for the starring role and director 

Richards to oversee the production. Rose struggled initially to find backers, as most 

potential investors believed that white audiences had no interest in seeing a black drama. 

This type of wariness typified efforts to finance black filmmaking projects throughout the 

period in this study. Harry Belafonte took over fundraising efforts, successfully recruiting 

147 investors.16 

Hansberry’s drama follows an important moment in the lives of a working-class 

African-American family. Most of the action takes place in a cramped apartment on the 

South Side of Chicago. Lena Younger lives with her two children, Walter Lee and 

Beneatha. Walter’s wife, Ruth, and their son, Travis, also occupy the two-bedroom 

apartment. Lena’s husband had recently passed, and the family is anxiously awaiting the 

delivery of a $10,000 life insurance check. Each family member has a different idea 

regarding how the money should be spent. Walter, desperate to make something of 

himself, hopes to invest a chunk of the cash into funding a liquor store with his two 

friends, Willie and Bobo. Beneatha plans to use her portion to go to medical school. Lena 

decides to put a down payment on a house, purchasing a property in an all-white 

neighborhood because of its relative affordability compared with those in black middle-

class areas. A white representative from the neighborhood association, Karl Linder, 

makes a racist pitch to buy back the property. Walter Lee, having lost the money he was 

given for his store, considers the offer. Ultimately, the presence of his family, particularly 
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Travis, motivates him to deny Linder’s request. The play ends with the Youngers moving 

into the house, where they begin a new life together.  

As was the case with many of the black film projects to emerge over the course of 

the next few decades, Hansberry’s play ran into several exhibition problems.17 Rose was 

initially denied his request to open the play on Broadway. Taking an alternative route, he 

booked performances in New Haven and Philadelphia. The productions were well 

received, and the success led to a sustained run in Chicago. On March 11, 1959, it finally 

earned a spot at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre in New York. It went on to win the New 

York Drama Critics Circle Award for Best Play of the Year, beating out stiff competition 

that included Tennessee Williams’s Sweet Bird of Youth and Eugene O’Neill’s A Touch 

of the Poet. Hansberry became the youngest American, first woman, and first black 

dramatist to ever win the award.18 Despite all of its success and the accompanying 

accolades, Raisin received a very wide-range of critical assessments, underscoring the 

difference between the ways black and white audiences made sense of both the play and, 

later, the film. This critical divide mirrored many of the reception patterns of black films 

produced in Raisin’s wake.  

In discussing the reception of the theatrical version of Raisin, Judith Smith 

observes, “How different publics understood Hansberry’s drama depended on what they 

knew of racialized theatrical representations, racial discrimination and social protest, 

whether they could recognize black characters as both family members and social 

actors.”19 Responses to the production that tended to overlook or downplay the 

specifically black significance of the play frustrated Hansberry. Coming mostly from 



 70 

white reviewers, these evaluations tended to focus too closely on general family or class 

issues, not connecting the struggles of the Younger family to the larger, global black fight 

for independence and equal rights. This group of critics did not pick up on or did not feel 

comfortable exploring Hansberry’s political agenda as it related to the contemporary 

landscape of America. They focused instead on celebrations/critiques of characters, 

actors, or the play’s universal meditations on humanity. A Newsweek reviewer, for 

example, compared the Youngers’ struggles to “those of any minority group living under 

pressure and bursting with the urge to better their condition….”20 Time magazine 

disparagingly suggested the play was just another tale about poverty. Tom Driver of the 

New Republic complained Raisin was a formulaic domestic drama.21 In a lengthy review 

for Commentary, Gerald Weales called the play “old-fashioned” and condemned 

Hansberry’s use of naturalism as “anachronistic.” Weales went on to speculate that 

Hansberry winning the New York Drama Critics’ Award had much to do with the fact 

that she was black and that it was a particularly weak year for the American theater.22 

Neither did Brooks Atkinson of the New York Times see anything particularly political 

about Raisin, praising it instead for its honesty. In his review, Atkinson somewhat 

patronizingly suggested that, “Not having an axe to grind, Miss Hansberry has a wide 

range of topics to write about – some of them hilarious, some of them painful in the 

extreme.”23 He celebrated the play more for its keen observations regarding the inner 

workings of a family seeking to maintain their moral standards, rather than paying any 

attention to the race issues probed in Hansberry’s work. The success of the play also 

caught the attention of the FBI, who assigned agents to investigate the potential political 
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threats such a production might pose. The agents, like many of the white critics who 

reviewed the play, ultimately deemed the ideas contained in Hansberry’s work to be 

nonthreatening.24 

In perhaps one of the most presumptuous critiques of Raisin, writer Nelson 

Algren, most well-known for his 1949 novel The Man with Golden Arm, complained that 

Hansberry’s drama was an ode to middle-class consumerism that “does for the Negro 

people what hair straightener and skin-lightener have done for the Negro cosmetics 

trade.”25 The harshness of this review was echoed in Harold Cruse’s criticism of 

Hansberry in his book, The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual. Cruse spent several pages 

attacking Hansberry for her “oversimplified and over-emotionalized views about [her] 

own ethnic group.”26 Written eight years after the play’s debut, Cruse’s attack feels 

aggressive and tends to reflect the retrospective dissatisfaction with black liberals/artists 

that later radical or militant factions of black revolutionaries felt towards their 

predecessors. In the same pages, Cruse attacked James Baldwin for similar deficiencies. 

Baldwin lauded Hansberry’s success in his opening to Hansberry’s posthumous memoir, 

To Be Young, Gifted, and Black. In the introduction, Baldwin wrote, “But, in ‘Raisin,’ 

black people recognized that house and all the people in it – the mother, the son, the 

daughter and the daughter-in-law, and supplied the play with an interpretive element 

which could not be present in the minds of white people: a kind of claustrophobic terror, 

created not only by their knowledge of the house but by their knowledge of the streets.”27 

Of course, many critics writing during the film’s initial run agreed with Baldwin 

regarding the monumental significance of Hansberry’s accomplishment.  



 72 

A good number of theater critics commented on the timeliness and historical 

significance of Hansberry’s debut play. Walter Kerr, writing for the New York Herald 

Tribune, suggested that Hansberry, “reads the precise temperature of a race at that time in 

its history when it cannot retreat and cannot quite find the way to move forward. The 

mood is forty-nine parts anger and forty-nine parts control, with a very narrow escape 

hatch for the steam these abrasive contraries build up. Three generations stand poised, 

and crowded, on a detonating-cap.”28 Kenneth Tynan of the New Yorker historically 

situated the advancements in representation that Raisin brought forth. He noted that the 

characters were unique in theatrical history for the ways in which they overcome 

previous iterations of black stereotypes. The black press also found something special 

and wholly new about the Younger family. Isadora Rowe of the Pittsburgh Courier saw a 

direct link between the play’s characters and the situation of many contemporary black 

Americans. Shuaneille Perry, in the Chicago Defender, praised Hansberry for her 

political engagement with civil rights issues and how the author captured the trappings of 

“a no-exit kind of life.”29 Perhaps the most glowing review came from the Chicago 

Defender’s Al Monroe, who suggested, “Whatever man hopes to find on the moon can 

hardly be more exciting and probably not more brilliant than ‘A Raisin in The Sun’.”30 

Shortly after the opening of Raisin, Hansberry partook in a radio interview with 

Studs Terkel in which she responded to many of the critical responses detailed above. In 

response to those who focused solely on the universality of the characters and the lack of 

specificity regarding their struggle, she had this to say: “…it’s definitely a Negro play 

before it’s anything else…not only is this a Negro family, specifically and definitely 
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culturally, but it’s not even a New York family or a Southern Negro family. It is 

specifically South Side Chicago.”31 Defending her work against Weales and others who 

accused her of a regressive naturalism, Hansberry explained the play was indebted to the 

realist tradition of playwrights such as Sean O’Casey. Raisin was not simply a tape-

recording of life; it had a distinct point of view and was meant to activate social protest. 

Responding to the accusations that the play was a soap opera, she articulately appealed to 

the classical definitions of drama versus melodrama. To a snide criticism of the play’s 

‘happy ending’, Hansberry suggested that the author “go live in one of those communities 

where [the Youngers] are going” so that he may understand the danger that lay ahead for 

the family.32 Hansberry was certainly equipped to understand the Youngers’ future, as 

she herself had grown up in a predominately white neighborhood where her and her 

family faced constant verbal and physical harassment. She continued with a more 

generalized counter attack on those who deemed themselves authorities on her work: 

“However, so that character of criticism I am inclined to be contentious of because it’s 

based on snobbery that doesn’t understand things, that doesn’t understand the profundity 

of things that are deliberately simple.”33 In the same interview, Hansberry also made a 

point to address some of the things that critics overlooked that she found crucial to 

understanding the political intent of her drama. 

Five days prior to her radio conversation with Studs Terkel, Hansberry 

participated in a television interview for CBS with Mike Wallace. Over the course of this 

interview she explained her stance on global anticolonial struggles and the ways in which 

they were necessarily bound to the civil rights movement in America. In talking to 
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Terkel, Hansberry further demonstrated how this belief was operative in A Raisin in the 

Sun when she remarks that Asagai, one of Beneatha’s boyfriends, was her favorite 

character. She referred to the character as “a true, genuine intellectual…an angry young 

man…who’s involved in concepts so that he doesn’t have time or interest, except for 

amusement, in useless passion and useless promenading of ideas.”34 His inclusion in the 

play was to deliberately connect the third world struggles with the civil rights moment, as 

well as to serve as a corrective for the stereotypical and all-too-common presentation of 

Africans as primitive savages on Broadway. While most reviewers comfortably chose 

Walter Lee and Lena as focal points of the narrative, Hansberry argued that Asagai has 

the most important line in the play. In prefacing this explanation with her dedication to 

African movements opposing colonial operations, Hansberry located this moment in a 

discussion between Beneatha and Asagai. Beneatha has questioned how Asagai will deal 

with the internal power struggles that would occur following an overthrow of colonial 

rule. Hansberry explained Asagai’s response:  

And he says to her that this is virtually irrelevant in terms of history, that when 

that time comes there will be Nigerians to step out of the shadows and kill the 

tyrants, just as now they must do away with the British. And that history always 

solves its own questions, but you get to first things first. In other words, this man 

has no illusions at all…. He just believes in the order that things must take. He 

knows that first, before you can start talking about what’s wrong with 

independence, get it. And I’m with him.35  

 

Recognizing the importance of this moment opens up a more nuanced interpretation of 

the play’s ending. The Youngers’ decision to move into a white neighborhood has less to 
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do with embracing an integrationist agenda and much more to do with claiming the 

dignity that the U.S. government has promised to all its citizens.36 

The theatrical production of A Raisin in the Sun alongside Hansberry’s personal 

political beliefs and aesthetic decisions provide an illuminating case study of black 

artistic productions over at least the next two decades. The road to production required 

convincing investors that a black audience existed or, at the very least, an audience that 

would be interested in a play dealing with black issues. Skepticism amongst many 

potential investors, who were almost always white in the racially exclusive entertainment 

industry, frequently required more inventive funding strategies or artistic compromises. 

To reduce risk, much of the visual media was often based on pre-established literary 

properties or theatrical plays. The next battle would be to secure adequate distribution 

and exhibition. The network of black actors and directors to emerge in the years to come 

almost always had prior experience in other entertainment industries, such as television 

and theater.  

The wide-ranging opinions of the press reviews for Raisin in the Sun were 

indicative of patterns that continued in the reception of black-themed cultural texts going 

forward. Many divisive debates predicated themselves on the fact that a film dealt with 

racial issues. White reviewers working for almost all of the major publications were the 

critical voices that often dismissed or condemned black-themed films for their perceived 

failures. Many of these films have been recovered and restored in the past few decades 

and are celebrated today for their progressive interventions. The artists behind such 
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projects frequently commented on the critical misinterpretations of their work and the 

industrial practices that precluded a fair chance at success.  

The burden of representation37 created a vertiginous double-consciousnesses38 

amongst the artists with all of the various roles they had to fill in society. Hansberry’s 

work was judged according to her class, race, gender, and political affiliations with 

results that rarely considered all these things in a productively cohesive manner.39 In a 

moment that witnessed the birth and evolution of many radical organizations, 

entertainment was judged according to the very particular beliefs of specific sects in a 

much-divided America. This splintering privileged the most vociferous voices and 

seldom accounted for popular/mass audiences. Many members of the press tended to 

ignore or comment ignorantly on the relevance of black art and its political work. 

Hansberry, as many artists who followed her also did, used her platform to advocate for 

industrial reform that promoted educational and occupational equality for marginalized 

populations. In her interview with Terkel, she questioned the geographical, social, 

financial, and cultural inaccessibility of Broadway, which represented all ‘serious’ 

American theater, to black audiences.40 In an expose for Theatre Arts, Hansberry attacked 

stereotypes and exclusionary practices in the entertainment industry that restricted blacks 

from jobs ranging from producer and director to ticket taker and usher.41 

It is my contention in this study that during this period of black-themed film 

production many of the works were either intentionally or causally inflected with Third 

Cinema strategies. The media had colonizing effects on populations with its 

representational strategies. Many of the artists active during this period fought against 
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decades of stereotyping that had existed since the inception of film and visual media. 

Raisin is a good example of how these strategies were incorporated into cultural 

productions. In deeming her work “realist” and referring to her male characters as “angry 

young men,” Hansberry, perhaps inadvertently, connected Raisin to two national film 

movements that became foundational reference points for Third Cinema practitioners: 

Italian neorealism and British kitchen sink realism.42 Wilkins argues the following about 

Hansberry’s political orientation:  

Hansberry’s sober and penetrating engagement with the rise of nationalism on the 

African continent, like Fanon’s prophetic meditations on the comprador status of 

the middle class in The Wretched of the Earth, necessitate that her work, both 

temporally and politically, be read in conjunction with Fanon’s as critical to 

scholarship concerned with postcolonial theory, black internationalism, and pan-

Africanism in the post-World War II period.43  

 

This connection between the postcolonial struggle and black art can be extended usefully 

to consider black-themed filmmaking that developed over the next two decades. My 

approach aims to distinguish a very significant collection of films from its current 

position of relative obscurity in film history.    

COLUMBIA’S RAISIN 

For the most part, the 1950s represented a period in which Hollywood and 

American filmmaking had sanitized itself and avoided direct engagement with social 

issues. The 1960s, in several important ways, marked a decade in which new 

opportunities became available for visual artists to engage with a rapidly changing world. 

International art cinema movements and improvements in filmmaking technologies led to 

rapidly shifting ideas of how art and politics could interact with one another. The collapse 
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of both the studio system and the censorship boards in America opened screens to new 

ideas and new talent, as exhibitors faced new challenges in filling their venues. However, 

many of the socially-engaged films to come from this period were met with inconsistent 

box office results. Investors, distributors, and exhibitors were exceedingly wary of 

involving themselves with films that tackled the ugliness of American society. Despite 

the industry’s avoidance of contemporary social crises, there were many significant 

attempts to challenge hegemonic structures in films that mirrored the approaches Third 

Cinema practitioners used.    

 Columbia Pictures committed resources to the development of Hansberry’s A 

Raisin in the Sun in April 1959, when it acquired the rights to the work for $300,000. 

Eventual co-producer, David Susskind, had been interested in the property prior to its 

Broadway debut, based on its growing reputation as a groundbreaking work. On March 

13, 1959, two days after opening night, Susskind wrote to Columbia’s Vice President of 

Production, Sam Briskin, that he had seen Raisin, and he advised the studio to move 

quickly in purchasing the film rights to Hansberry’s play. Susskind warned that already a 

swarm of potential competitors was seeking the adaptation rights. He added that the play 

was “a warm, frequently amusing and profoundly moving story of negro life in which, for 

once, the race issue is not paramount.”44 Susskind’s reading of the film was consistent 

with the critics of the play who seemed to miss or overlook the critique of American race 

issues that Hansberry had hoped to achieve. By the end of the month, Briskin announced 

the terms of the Columbia deal to the industry trade press.  
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Susskind joined Hansberry’s friend, Rose, as a co-producer of the film version of 

A Raisin in the Sun. Together, they were able to lock up most of the talent involved with 

the initial Broadway run, including actors Poitier, Claudia McNeil, and Diana Sands. 

Hansberry was hired to write the screenplay for the adaptation. There was one 

noteworthy omission in the personnel carryover. Despite Richards’s success as director of 

the original production and his rapport with the actors involved, Daniel Petrie replaced 

him for the film version of Raisin. Briskin apparently had doubts regarding Richards’s 

capabilities as a director after having watched a CBS-TV videotape production of the 

play.45 Petrie was brought on despite having only one film credit to his name, The 

Bramble Bush (Warner Bros., 1960). As well Briskin may have believed that an 

inexperienced, white director would be easier to control. A film that was too “black” or 

confrontational could potentially alienate the intended audience. In a letter sent to Rose 

during production, the head of the Columbia publicity department emphasized the 

importance of courting a white audience. The strategy for doing so meant “not letting 

them know in advance that [the film is] about Negroes.”46 Richards’s replacement would 

represent one of the many instances of studio interference in the development of a black 

film project, and it demonstrated the consistent reluctance of studios to employ black 

people for behind the camera jobs, especially those considered “authorship” roles. A 

Hollywood studio would not hire a black director to oversee a picture until the end of the 

decade when Warner Bros. assigned Gordon Parks Sr. to helm the adaptation of his 

autobiographical novel, The Learning Tree (1969). 
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 Scholars Christopher Sieving, Margaret B. Wilkerson, and Lisbeth Lipari all 

provide compelling evidence of the degree to which studio interference compromised the 

final cut of the film version of A Raisin in the Sun.47 In an analysis of the ways in which 

Columbia studio personnel impacted Raisin, Lipari compares Hansberry’s script with the 

final film and studio memos. She concludes that an “Examination of the studio memos 

reveals that most of the control over the film was vested not with, or even in 

collaboration with, the director (or writer), but with the studio executives.”48 Regarding 

the first draft of the script, Lipari suggests that “[Hansberry’s] screenplay can be heard as 

part of a conversation with the contending interpretations of the play as well as with 

contemporary conversations about racism and U.S. capitalism.”49 She explains that 

Hansberry felt pressure to amplify the racial protest and dissatisfaction in response to 

both black critics who believed the play was too bourgeois and white critics who were 

not fully grasping her intent.  

Using archival resources, Lipari demonstrates that the studio and its consultants 

rejected over one-third of the additional material Hansberry submitted in her screenplay 

draft. She sees Hansberry’s most significant additions as cinematic ones. Screen 

directives encouraged a focus on Chicago exterior locations to take advantage of 

“…mise-en-scene and cinematography to chronicle a few of the myriad ways that 

whiteness and white supremacy are manifest in everyday life.”50 Lipari points to a 

montage sequence that utilizes Soviet techniques. The stage directions called for 

contrasting close-ups of Lena and Walter Lee’s hands with those of their white, wealthy 

employers. Further, they instructed the camera to keep each character’s respective 
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environment in deep focus. In Sergei Eisenstein’s formulation of dialectical montage, 

these layered juxtapositions would produce a third idea, highlighting systemic racism in 

America. It was too much for the studio personnel who believed the scenes were 

“pretentiously arty…and of dubious value to the story.”51 Hansberry’s attempts to 

cultivate a revolutionary aesthetic or engage with Third Cinema strategies were refused; 

they had no place in a Hollywood film. 

The resistance to Hansberry’s suggestions continued throughout the course of the 

production. Representatives at Columbia argued that a single white character, Linder, was 

a suitable enough indictment of racism; it had worked in the play, after all. Despite 

claiming their concern was that the presence of more white characters would dilute the 

impact of Linder’s offensive position, it seems more likely that the studio was afraid that 

critiquing more whites would potentially damage the crossover appeal of the film. It 

hardly seems a coincidence that the “one-very-racist-white” character was an integral part 

of almost every Poitier film made before and after Raisin. Arthur Kramer, a production 

correspondent representing Columbia Pictures, wrote to Susskind, “The introduction of 

further race issue elements may lessen the sympathy of the audience, give an effect of 

propagandistic writing, and so weaken the story, not only as dramatic entertainment, but 

as propaganda too.”52 Columbia was treading relatively new ground in producing and 

marketing a film about a black family. They took a great deal of care to make sure it was 

palatable to a wide audience. Some of the steps they took to do so included softening the 

indictments of racism and “suppress[ing] the Afrocentric linguistic features of the 

screenplay.”53 The memos insisted that extreme caution must be taken when handling 
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“race material.”54 This meant diffusing as much revolutionary potential as possible and 

crafting members of the Younger family in accordance with the ideals of a mainstream, 

white American imagination. 

Nemiroff recalled that Hansberry’s film script featured a substantial amount of 

new dialogue that had not been in the play. These additions, he claimed, represented 

some of the best writing of Hansberry’s career. He added that the screenplay draft was 

exceptionally cinematic, commenting, “[Hansberry] sought to capture through the camera 

what the stage play could only talk about: the full reality of the ghetto experience.”55 In 

material accompanying the published version of Hansberry’s unfilmed screenplay, Spike 

Lee wrote, “It seems to me all the cuts had to deal with softening a too defiant black 

voice…. She wanted to make it cinematic, to make it a film. In the final result, the film is 

very stagey.”56 Lee correctly guessed that Columbia cited length as a major concern in 

order to gain control of the picture. Indeed, the excuse they gave Rose for warranting 

studio-controlled revisions was that Hansberry’s new effort had become too unfocused 

and needed to be slimmed down. They also used this reasoning in taking control of the 

final cut of the film. Variety noted that Petrie expressed dissatisfaction “that the length of 

the film forced the deletion of certain exterior scenes, done in Chicago, which might have 

given the plight of the Negro family…greater visual impact.”57 The theatrical cut did end 

up being over two hours long, but most of the cuts would not have added much more time 

to the film. What they would have added was a stronger sense of protest. The film 

Hansberry imagined and hoped for would have been more controversial. She had hoped 

to update Raisin in accordance with the socio-political shifts of the two years that elapsed 
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between the play’s debut and the release of the film. The studio argued there was no need 

for change. 

 

Figure 1.1: Hansberry's cinematic screenplay for Raisin in the Sun.  

 

 The reviews for the film version of Raisin were mostly mixed. Many critics of the 

time, including the anonymous reviewers for Newsweek and Life, agreed with Lee’s 

assessment that Raisin ended up feeling very stagey and overly theatrical. Like the theater 

critics, the language of the film reviews often focused on the universality of the story.58 

Variety reported, “The David Susskind-Philip Rose production, released by Columbia, 

will be successful at the box office because it is an important, worthwhile, timely social 

document and because, most of all, it is simply a good film, one that deals with genuine, 

everyday people who will be universally understood.”59 Other critics agreed with the 
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significant timeliness of the film, and it was positioned as a traditional Hollywood 

prestige picture that dealt honestly with race in America. Bosley Crowther of the New 

York Times wrote:  

But a picture that any first-class theatre in this country should be proud to play is 

David Susskind’s and Philip Rose’s screen production of Lorraine Hansberry’s ‘A 

Raisin in the Sun.’ This very fine articulation of the high-flying dreams and deep 

despairs of the members of a normal Negro family living in the poor section of 

Chicago’s South Side is a touching and true presentation of some of the basic 

dilemmas of the race, caught in the vise of resentment and insecurity.60 

 

While his intentions were likely not malicious, Crowther’s words asserted an assumed 

knowledge of what it meant to be black in America. Evidence of this socio-cultural 

authority pervades white reviews of black films going forward.  

As with the theatrical production, there appeared to be discernable differences in 

reviews of Raisin based on whether the critic was black or white. A Chicago Defender 

article called the film “more spectacular than the stage play,” arguing that the use of real 

Chicago locations afforded “…the film realism and honesty impossible in a motion 

picture studio.”61 The same article addressed the difficulty the crew had in obtaining 

those exterior location shots. They quoted Susskind explaining, “Houses we wanted to 

use became unavailable when the owners learned what the film was about…. Even the 

University of Chicago made us promise not to use their name before they let us 

photograph the grounds.”62 Susskind noted that the film crew had to abandon one 

location because they began receiving anonymous, threatening phone calls. This makes 

the decision to cut so many exterior scenes even more curious, as significant resources 

had been dedicated to obtaining those shots. Their removal precludes a geo-specific 
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indictment of white racism in Chicago that the studio probably felt uncomfortable 

suggesting. It consequently also barred black identification with those neighborhoods, 

and it prevented a realistic portrayal of the often deplorable African-American housing 

situations. The experiences of the crews with on-location shooting were not unique to 

Raisin. Problems with location shoots would plague many of the black-themed films 

made during the period of this study.  

Due at least in part to its early reception and promotion as an important film, 

Raisin quickly began racking up awards. It was submitted as the United States’ entry in 

the 1961 Cannes Film Festival, where it played in competition for the festival’s highest 

honor, the Palme d’Or. While it did not receive the Palme, it was awarded the Gary 

Cooper Award for Human Values. This made Petrie uncomfortable. He remarked, “There 

was so little visual emphasis on the poor living conditions of the Chicago Negro family 

that foreign audiences didn’t see what they had to complain about….”63 He seemed 

unaware that this was likely why the studio made such cuts. As later chapters 

demonstrate, there was a strong attempt to regulate any negative presentations of the U.S. 

race situation in American films, both domestically and internationally.  

The industry awards the film received validated Columbia’s compromises and set 

certain standards for what a racially conscious film coming out of Hollywood should look 

like. Poitier and McNeil were nominated for BAFTA (British Academy of Film and 

Television Arts) awards for Best Foreign Actor and Actress respectively. The pair was 

also nominated for the Golden Globe Awards of Best Actor and Actress. The Writers 

Guild of America nominated Hansberry for Best Written American Drama. Petrie earned 
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a nomination from the Directors Guild of America for Outstanding Directorial 

Achievement in Motion Pictures. Perhaps not unsurprisingly, A Raisin in the Sun did not 

receive nominations for any Academy Awards.64 

 Sieving, one of the few scholars to have explored the black-themed film of the 

1960s, suggests that Raisin did not make enough money to offset its $1.5 million 

budget.65 Box office data from this time is hard to collect, but at least one online source 

lists the film’s domestic gross as $3.4 million.66 Tracking the reception of the film in 

industry trades offers some legitimacy to that figure. Boxoffice contained a small story 

that noted, “Unbelievers took it upon themselves to have a looksee at the turnaway 

crowds forming at the neighborhood Times Theatre where ‘A Raisin in the Sun’ was 

playing.”67 The same periodical published a “Boxoffice Barometer” that quantified the 

opening week grosses across twenty cities relative to a ‘normal’ take of 100. The average 

score for Raisin was 140, with its highest marks coming in Chicago (200), Detroit (170), 

Milwaukee (250), and New York (195). The only southern city in the chart is Memphis, 

for which Raisin has no score. This evidence suggests that the film was actually quite 

commercially and popularly successful as a studio picture.68 

The film version of Raisin demonstrates many of the important features of what a 

Third Cinema might look like in a First World country, both because of what was 

actually realized and what was actively excluded. Hansberry, a politically outspoken 

activist who connected the civil rights struggle in America to that of those facing colonial 

oppression, initially composed the work. She used her access to cultural production to 

enact a form of social protest. The success of her work led to much critical discussion 
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over the film’s merits. Hansberry, like many of her successors and many Third Cinema 

practitioners, was unfairly attacked for perceived shortcomings stemming from her 

position as a middle-class intellectual. The contemporary reviews demonstrated the wide-

range of interpretations that corresponded with strong national divisions over domestic 

(mis)understandings of race, gender, and class inequalities. Both the producers of black-

themed cultural material and the U.S. government were concerned with the potential 

response of audiences to material that investigated the racial discord the country was 

experiencing. This led to compromises in cultural work in exchange for access to wider 

distribution networks. Even with a fair distribution pattern, concerns over Southern 

exhibition haunted the marketing potential of black-themed and/or socially engaged 

cultural texts.  

Situations in which black-themed films were boycotted were routinely reported on 

in major news outlets. In some cases, the protestors were black Americans taking a stand 

against Hollywood’s habitual and offensive stereotypes. In other instances, racist white 

organizations voiced their indignation over whites sharing screen space with blacks. 

Crowther wrote in 1961:  

And, of all innocuous pictures, Samuel Goldwyn’s ‘Porgy and Bess’ has been 

temporarily withdrawn from circulation in this country because of unpleasant 

incidents in the South. Segregated theatres in some places where it was shown 

were picketed by Negroes and whites, and fiery crosses were lit outside some 

drive-ins that dared to put it on their screens.69  
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Crowther went on to assert that there were undeniable problems with the comingling of 

entertainment and politics. He observed, for instance, that John Cassavetes’s Shadows 

(1959) was too much of an art film to expect significant distribution.  

Crowther’s article raised interesting questions, the likes of which plagued black-

themed filmmaking going forward from Raisin. These included some of the following: 

Who was the audience for these films? How could they be successfully cultivated? The 

black-themed 1960s films discussed herein demonstrate a form of neorealism and tend to 

employ arthouse strategies. Neorealism has always been a difficult sell. Italian audiences 

did not want to see the ugly truth of their national dysfunction brought to life on the silver 

screen in the aftermath of World War II. Today, neorealism is a recognized movement 

highly regarded and respected for its political and cultural intervention. Many lost or 

forgotten works are being reinvestigated in retrospectives that praise them for their 

innovation and social engagement now, despite few of them attaining any lasting success 

for decades following their production. Raisin in the Sun is one of an encouraging few 

American neo-realist films currently undergoing a critical and cultural reappraisal. 

THE INTRUSION OF SEGREGATION 

To expand the discussion regarding an important body of work that examines and 

exposes race issues explored in the media industry, this dissertation considers black-

themed films under the larger umbrella of Third Cinema texts in a First World country. 

Mark Reid, in Redefining Black Film, has suggested that black film, as a genre, must be 

limited to independent filmmaking that “focuses on the black community and is written, 
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directed, produced and distributed by individuals who have some link to black Africa.”70 

Thomas Cripps has argued that if black film is to be considered as a genre, the major 

talent must be black or black audiences and critics have to unanimously praise the film. 

These narrow definitions and restrictions, while useful in offering means of academic 

containment for the purpose of analysis, are also limiting, as they preclude the 

construction of a larger narrative that details the struggle to use media to call attention to 

national unrest. Such a narrative enables parallels to be drawn between global revolutions 

and the civil rights movement in America. If a film engages with societal inequality in a 

hegemonically controlled industry, it should be considered alongside others that attempt 

to do the same regardless of the skin color of the director, writer, or producer. These are 

films about opposition to oppression. A more inclusive categorization allows for a more 

thorough investigation of the different tools that filmmakers used to address racial 

injustice in America throughout the 1960s and 1970s. 

Roger Corman’s The Intruder (1962), for example, is a scathing and incisive 

depiction of Southern racism in America. The film opens with a series of jarring 

juxtapositions that are a scored to a menacing violin arrangement. The initial tracking 

shot offers a distant view from a bus window showing a parallel row of around thirty 

black sharecroppers pausing to watch as it goes by. The camera pans as it passes the 

workers to show a man looking out the window from the interior of the vehicle. The 

opening point of view is shown to belong to the suave, good-looking, well-dressed, white 

Northerner, Adam Cramer (William Shatner). The title of the film flashes next to 

Cramer’s head, identifying him as the titular intruder. 
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 This one brief sequence communicates cinematically much more about Cramer 

than does the first half of the narrative’s dialogue. His gaze is privileged over that 

belonging to the black farmers. Framing Cramer in a close-up while the black group 

fades into anonymity in the background highlights an American attitude of white 

privilege and imbalance in racial equality. The camera set-up assigns Cramer power as 

his identity is foregrounded, and he has the appearance of a Classical Hollywood 

protagonist. The opening thirty seconds of the film also call attention to the living 

conditions of black Americans in the South. In doing so, The Intruder’s position as an 

independent film already demonstrates Corman’s creative control relative to those 

working on the studio-backed Raisin. The director/producer is able to highlight 

America’s race problem through an attention to environment and the types of montage 

sequences that the Columbia personnel vetoed in Hansberry’s screenplay. The black 

Southerners are forced to live outside of town. This is emphasized as the next few shots 

are again Cramer point-of-view tracking ones that move past rundown farm houses 

connected by unkept dirt roads. The introduction continues with the camera tracking 

down the main street of a white town littered with markers of wealth and comfort. The 

camera moves at a slower pace and in a steadier manner than it had on the outskirts. It 

makes these tracking movements in front-to-back directions that are perpendicular to the 

side-to-side ways in which the black sections outside of the town were presented. Metric, 

rhythmic, tonal, and intellectual montage are all deployed to emphasize the drastic 

inequity in white-black relationships in this could-be-anywhere Southern town.71 Further, 
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the white man is given the position of privilege and control over everything within his 

gaze.72 

    

    

 

Figure 1.2: The opening shots of The Intruder 

 

As he steps off of the bus, Cramer is continually framed in low-angle shots that 

repeatedly emphasize his dominant position. He is dressed in an all-white suit – a forecast 

of a white knight.73 He helps a small white child and then that child’s grandmother off of 
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the bus once it stops. His exchange is charming and polite; he plays the role of a perfect 

gentleman for the first half of the film, incurring the favor of many of the townspeople. 

The town has just recently undergone the process of school integration, begrudgingly, 

due to recent federal legislative efforts. It is soon revealed that Cramer is a member of the 

Patrick Henry Society, a racist organization fighting such federal mandates. He begins to 

stir up trouble with the local townspeople in an effort to incite violent, racist riots that 

will capture the attention of the American government and dissuade them from enacting 

civil rights legislation. The Intruder was unlike any other Corman-produced picture at the 

time, and it represents a compelling effort to critique and expose racial prejudice and 

violence in the South. 

Corman was a very successful filmmaker and producer at this still-early stage of 

his career. As one of the few independents finding consistent work, he had an 

unblemished track record of success - every one of the over thirty features he had worked 

on up until that point had returned a profit. Particularly popular were Corman’s Edgar 

Allen Poe adaptations and a trilogy of dark comedies made from 1959-1961.74 These 

horror films established him and his brother, Gene, as talented purveyors of inexpensive, 

yet bankable genre films. In acquiring the rights to Charles Beaumont’s 1959 novel, The 

Intruder, Corman sought to prove he was capable of using his skillset to address serious 

political and social issues.75  

In his autobiography, How I Made a Hundred Movies in Hollywood and Never 

Lost a Dime, Corman recalled, “To my great surprise, the project was turned down by 

several companies. United Artists backed out; AIP wouldn’t touch it. Allied Artists 
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thought the topic was simply too controversial.”76 Determined to make the picture, 

Corman put up around $250,000 of his own money. He had recruited a then relatively 

unknown William Shatner to star in the film and made his way to Missouri to begin 

filming his adaptation of Beaumont’s novel. The source text was based in part on a real-

life incident in Tennessee. John Kasper had attempted to incite riots in a town that was 

experiencing problems with high school integration. He was arrested and sent to prison. 

Shatner would play Kasper’s fictional corollary, Adam Cramer. Both Shatner and 

Corman would recall later that the production literally almost cost members of the cast 

and crew their lives. The behind-the-scenes stories emphasize how deeply troubled 

integration efforts were in the South. The final cut of the film offers a profoundly 

disturbing, near documentary-like representation of racially motivated hatred and 

America’s festering bigotry.77 

 Problems began almost immediately for Corman and his crew. A front-page 

Variety article from August 23, 1961, details some of the unexpected costs for The 

Intruder. In the piece, Corman explains that he had initially been granted permission to 

film at the locations he had scouted from the Chamber of Commerce in Charleston, 

Missouri. However, when he attempted to film at the school he had chosen, “two 

members of the local school board objected to use of whites and negroes together in the 

film.”78  The next two integrated schools that had granted him permission to film revoked 

their offer once the crews arrived. Eventually, Corman would have to steal location shots 

while navigating almost constant harassment from the local police. In one such attempt, 

the police were called once the black actors were seen eating in a park area without 
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permission. According to Corman, they were thrown out of around half of the shooting 

locations and “threatened with being killed, lynched or having [their] faces pushed in by 

angry townspeople.”79  

Realizing the danger involved, Corman only allowed himself and Shatner to have 

finished versions of the screenplay while filming was taking place. The copies he 

distributed to locals were “watered-down for local consumption.”80 Many of the crowd 

scenes involve Cramer spewing racist vitriol to assembled local extras, who, in reality, 

actually agreed with much of the hate speech. Their reactions subvert Corman’s 

intentions to create something other than a horror film, and the camera captures the 

hatred in vivid, close-up detail. Shatner would later recall that his acting in this film was 

some of his best. Part of that may have to do with the stakes of having to convince the 

crowds that he, too, was a nasty racist. Explaining the way in which the local community 

aided the project, Corman recalled: 

The only sequences in which I felt we got some tacit cooperation was the night 

we shot the Ku Klux Klan parade, the cross-burning, and the church bombing in 

the black section of town – or Niggertown, as they called. For Klansmen we used 

some of the local boys who were hanging out at the bar; these guys needed almost 

no preparation or direction to get into character.81  

 

He further noted that the state militia had to be called in to handle the heightened 

emotions. In a casting decision that invokes the Italian neorealist tradition, Corman hired 

a local high school senior, Charles Barnes. Barnes had been through the school 

integration the year before in East Prairie, Missouri. He was an honor student and star 

athlete and reportedly one of the most popular students in the school, “…in spite of his 
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color.”82 His role in the production incurred the wrath of locals who believed that the 

final picture made them look bad. Due to the ensuing harassment, the Barnes family was 

forced to move out of East Prairie.83 

The Production Code Administration’s concerns over certain aspects of the film 

stirred up controversy over the final cut of The Intruder. In defending his decision to 

deny The Intruder the PCA Seal of Approval, Joseph Breen’s successor, Geoffrey 

Shurlock, sent the following memo to Corman, enumerating his objections:  

1) The repeated and offensive use of the word ‘nigger’ and similar expressions.  

2) The inflammatory nature of the story which could incite hatred toward white 

people on the part of negroes in the audience. With reference to the offensive use 

of the word ‘niggers’ we note that it is used 43 times in this story. In our judgment 

we feel that it might be used a couple of times for characterization purpose. As 

you know, the Code specifically states that the use of the word ‘niggers’ should 

be avoided because it is highly offensive to the negro race. Our concern regarding 

the inflammatory nature of the subject matter is based on a realization of the 

profound and highly explosive problem of integration which is seething in this 

country. There are so many imponderables in this situation involving friction 

between the law, inherited emotional patterns[,] and justice, that we feel our 

industry should be prudent in the sense that we do not unwittingly complicate the 

problem.84  

 

In her article, “Regulating ‘Nigger’: Racial Offense, African American Activists, and the 

MPPDA, 1928-1961,” Ellen Scott notes that this memo demonstrates the PCA’s stance 

on controversial race-themed filmmaking. The Administration was opposed to such racial 

matters being the central focus of a motion picture when handled in a way it deems 

provocative or tasteless. Shurlock’s only proposed corrective to the final film was the 

deletion of the offensive language. Scott argues that while this recommendation was 

delivered under a guise of progressive liberalism, following the advice would actually 
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had softened the criticism of the racism under study. It would better prepare the film for a 

white audience. The language, as it was used in the film, served to demean and attack the 

black citizens of the town, emphasizing the hatred of the white townspeople. Shurlock’s 

suggestion was consistent with the example his predecessor, Breen, had set “in protecting 

industry property and masking racism more than reducing Black offense.”85 Corman was 

outraged with the PCA’s decision, and he took to the press to attack what he considered 

the PCA’s regressive form of censorship. The lack of a seal reduced exhibition prospects 

and meant an estimated sacrifice of around a quarter of the potential gross. Corman’s 

obstinate refusal to indulge the PCA’s suggestions demonstrate his belief that the film 

would be weakened by any edits or omissions.86 

A Variety report from February 7, 1962, discussed the Corman brothers’ 

campaign to have the PCA’s ruling reversed. It noted that the pair had held special 

screenings with leading anti-discrimination organizations to vouch for the necessity of 

the film to remain as it was in its originally submitted form. They collected endorsements 

from Calvin Banks of the NAACP, CORE, the B’nai B’rith, and the Anti-Defamation 

League and approving comments from the State Department, the Senate Subcommittee 

on Civil Rights, and Department of Justice officials. Corman argued that the PCA was 

discriminating against independents and that, had the film been turned in by a major 

studio, it would have been given the seal. He pointed towards past examples of films that 

had used such offensive language and passed. One film he called attention to was Stanley 

Kramer’s Home of the Brave (1949), which, whether Corman knew it or not, had been the 

center of a PCA controversy around the use of the same language. United Artists 
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producer, George Glass, fought Breen for the inclusion of the term, as he believed it was 

necessary to depict the racism that had psychologically traumatized the character Moss 

while at a recently integrated high school.87 The lengthy battle between Breen and Glass 

resulted in “…a landmark decision; after this, the PCA would regularly leave the word 

nigger uncommented upon in its official letters in narrative where African Americans 

were sympathetically depicted.”88 Having set this precedent over a decade earlier, the 

PCA was clearly uneven in its treatment towards The Intruder. It is unclear as to whether 

this was a larger conspiracy to suppress a potentially volatile anti-racist film, or, as 

Corman suggested, an example of the way the PCA discriminated against independents. 

In response to the Cormans’ objections, Eric Johnston, the president of the Motion 

Picture Association of America, promised that he would personally screen the picture and 

make his own ruling on the use of the offending language. Pressure began to mount as the 

film was gaining critical praise through some advanced screenings. The Hollywood’s 

Writers Guild had selected it as their monthly choice for an organizational screening. It 

was also being considered, like Raisin before it, as the U.S. entry in the upcoming Cannes 

Film Festival. By early March, a special committee in New York had ruled that the film 

be granted a seal without any cuts or concessions. The committee further offered to help 

The Intruder with any local censorship problems it might run into.89 Budd Rogers, 

president of Pathe-America, the film’s distributor, was elated, promising to give “the 

widest distribution to the most exciting picture we’ve ever handled.”90 Corman had 

embarrassed and exposed the PCA and MPAA in a way that had made them 

uncomfortable. A New York Times article that reported on the overturning of the PCA’s 
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decision commented, “At the same time, it was understood that officials of the Motion 

Picture Association disapproved of the action of the film’s producers, Roger and Gene 

Corman, in publicizing the debate. The organization takes the stand that any mention of 

Production Code disagreements for publicity purposes violates the spirit of the 

code.”91This reads like a thinly veiled threat against anyone else considering action that 

might call attention towards some of the Code’s more loosely defined prohibitions. It 

came at a time when the Code was weakening, and more disruptive material was making 

its way to American screens. In the end, The Intruder was a financial flop, suggesting that 

if the Cormans were hoping for additional publicity through their protest, they were not 

overly successful in garnering it. 

The critical reviews for The Intruder were glowing and effusive. The Chicago 

Defender called it an “interracial gem [that] may well be the most provocative film to 

come out of Hollywood this year.”92 The writer for Boxoffice praised the acting and 

direction, calling the film “a grim, tense analysis of the segregation situation in the South, 

a theme which is reflected daily in the press.”93 The same writer warned, “Because of the 

lack of strong names, the picture will require heavy selling to attract customers and 

probably specialized customers at that - those deeply interested in social problems and 

the present Negro controversy.”94 The type of audience the reviewer described was seen 

as oddly specific and atypical. This description suggests that those familiar with general 

audiences in the 1960s did not equate American filmgoing with social engagement. The 

comment further presumed that only a small percentage of the moviegoing audience 

cared about “the present Negro controversy,” which euphemistically alluded to a plethora 
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of civil rights violations.95 The Variety review was similarly structured. It referred to the 

Cormans as “two forthright independent filmmakers” and described their film as “an 

important, worthwhile artistic effort and a boost to the prestige of U.S. filmdom in more 

influential, discriminating circles here and abroad.”96 Most of the rest of the article dwelt 

upon its precarious box-office prospects. It warned against selling the film as exploitation 

fare and hoped that “an intelligent campaign, faithful to the spirit of the picture…” would 

help it succeed not only in the arthouse community, but in the general market as well.97 

The flowery conclusion praised the cast and crew and called The Intruder “a sign of a 

new maturity on the part of the U.S. motion picture industry [that] must not be allowed to 

expire of malnutrition in its embryo stage.”98 The Herald Tribune in New York called it 

“a major credit to the entire picture industry.”99 Corman later called it the biggest 

disappointment of his life. 

The Intruder was shown out of competition at the Venice Film Festival, and it 

also played at the second International Peace Festival where Shatner picked up an award 

for best actor.100 It did not manage to play many other places. It was withdrawn from 

consideration at the Cannes Film Festival following riots caused by James Meredith’s 

attempts to enroll at the white-only University of Mississippi. The trouble with the film 

continued when, only days after the premiere, Astor Pictures acquired the distributor, 

Pathe-America. The Intruder had only two days of showings at arthouse theaters in New 

York at this point. Corman pulled out of the carryover deal and waited for something 

better to come along.101  
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Vincent Canby, prior to his tenure at the New York Times, wrote a piece for 

Variety titled, “’Intruder’ Died on Soft Shell”. In it, he reported that “…the only 

Hollywood film to boldly tackle the contemporary ‘racial’ problem in the south, failed to 

make the box-office grade as a prestige item and is now being prepped for a ‘hard-sell’ 

exploitation release.”102 When Corman realized that no major distributor would treat the 

film the way he wanted it to be handled, he made a deal with Mike Ripps of Cinema 

Distributors of America. Ripps had gained notoriety for his phenomenally successful 

exploitation campaigns. The only stipulation Corman made was that his cut of the film 

not be altered in any way. He saw a silver lining in this type of release, noting that the 

arthouse/prestige release would have shown the film to primarily left-leaning, urban 

audiences; an exploitation release could attract an audience that was less inclined to think 

about the nation’s racial issues. According to this perspective, The Intruder’s social and 

cultural contributions were actually better realized in the latter exhibition scheme. 

Corman also partnered with International Film Distributors to handle the overseas 

distribution, hoping to at least recoup his initial investment in the film.103  

LA Times reviewer Kevin Thomas reported on the exploitation release that 

occurred years later. In December 1965, Thomas wrote about having seen a double 

feature of Rat Fink (James Landis, 1965) and I Hate Your Guts!, the new title under 

which The Intruder was being shown.104 The poster for the film completely ignored the 

race angle of the film, instead asking, “WHAT ACT WOULD CAUSE A WOMAN TO 

SAY ‘I HATE YOUR GUTS’?” The promotional material promised, “WE HAVE THE 

COURAGE TO SHOW IT” and asked “HAVE YOU THE COURAGE TO SEE IT?” 
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Marketing material such as this suggested the film was some sort of sexual abuse or rape 

narrative, certainly disguising that it had anything to do with race. It did deliver partly on 

this promise. Shatner’s Cramer is a sexual predator. He seduces a teenage high-schooler 

and later manipulates her into accusing one of the black students of rape. He also takes 

advantage of the nymphomaniacal tendencies of a salesman’s wife, Ella McDaniel 

(Beverly Lunsford) who is staying at the same inn as him. This comes back to ruin 

Cramer as the salesman, Tom McDaniel (Frank Maxwell), delivers his comeuppance, 

exposing Cramer as a manipulative fraud and turning the town against him. This aspect 

of his character completes Corman’s pathologizing of white patriarchy as embodied in 

Cramer.  

 

 

Figure 1.3: Exploitation poster for I Hate Your Guts (aka The Intruder) 
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Expecting something much different from what he ended up seeing, Thomas 

described I Hate Your Guts! as “…the most straightforward movie ever made about 

integration…[Corman] captures precisely the oppressive atmosphere of summertime in 

the South, making it suggest impending doom as effectively as any Gothic setting in one 

of his horror films.”105 He was amazed that the film was being showed on a double-bill 

exploitation film, when it really belonged amongst the weekly arthouse releases. He 

followed up this piece a few months later, discussing William Shatner’s commitment to 

social criticism. Thomas described Shatner’s performance as the best of his career and 

amplifies his original praise, describing the film as “the boldest, most realistic depiction 

of racial injustice ever shown in American films.”106 Interviewed for the piece, Shatner 

agreed it was his best performance to date. He recalled he and his wife crying when they 

realized what had become of the film, citing it as a “tragedy of this business.”107  

The Intruder initially made its way to theaters shortly after Raisin. The two works 

had several commonalities. Both films were adaptations where the author of the adapted 

novel also penned the screenplay. They also both deployed neorealist strategies to engage 

social inequality. While both received critical praise, neither film was a huge financial 

success. Their commercial shortcomings may have contributed to an industry-wide 

reluctance to produce films focused on black issues or employing black talent. 

Considered together, these two films begin to demonstrate important trends that 

characterized most every black-themed production made throughout the decade. 
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 Corman provided later retrospective commentary regarding the The Intruder’s 

quick fade into obscurity. He noted that Mississippi Burning (Alan Parker, 1988), which 

was set in 1964 and dealt with the murder investigations of civil rights leaders, grossed 

over $50 million in two months. He realized, “…as it was produced two decades after the 

events portrayed, that film wasn’t as big a threat to audiences. People can say, ‘That 

wasn’t me.’ My film was contemporary, and audiences thought, ‘This is a slam at us.’”108 

It is hard to determine the exact cause for the failure of The Intruder. Based on the initial 

reviews, the film should have been able to eke out a more sustained arthouse run. If 

Columbia handled Raisin so precariously and no one wanted to touch The Intruder, was it 

then an industry decision to collectively avoid socially conscious cinema? The FBI 

maintained files on many of the black artists to emerge from this period. With strong 

lobbying bases in Washington, it is not inconceivable to think there was some political 

pressure on avoiding any pictures that might stoke the racial foment in the country. There 

was certainly hesitance on the behalf of investors, who would continually avoid 

supporting films that dealt with race. And perhaps, as Corman suggested, audiences 

simply did not want to see an ugly depiction of the way things were in their own 

backyards. 

Corman developed an aversion to politically and socially committed cinema 

following this disappointment. He and his studio, New World Pictures, would become 

leading content creators for the “Blaxploitation” cycle of the 1970s. As the civil rights 

movement built steam, several filmmakers, producers, and actors fought to battle for 

representation advancements on American screens. No racially conscious film from 
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America would have a noteworthy level of financial success until the late 1960s. This 

critical success/financial failure pattern is consistent with the reception of Third Cinema 

productions. Such films may have played well at arthouses and international film 

festivals, but rarely were they embraced by the people for whom they were made; rarely 

did they lead to any actual change. These types of films, both in America and abroad, 

were either perceived as too intellectual or dismissed for their inability to provide 

entertainment. There was always some excuse. 

Corman’s The Intruder demonstrates many trends of the black-themed 

filmmaking of the 1960s. Its failure to realize any significant financial return in its initial 

box office run illustrated many shortcomings of American cinema. Hollywood, even in 

its weakened state, had created a cinematic culture that was nearly impossible to combat. 

The Intruder would, unfortunately, become one in a growing succession of commercial 

failures that helped to perpetuate the industry belief that there was no market for films 

dealing with racial inequity in America. Independent productions were the only films to 

really critique or question the status quo. Distributors had little or no interest in even 

trying to handle films that were making social commentaries when there were more 

bankable, more entertaining options to choose from. When they did, exhibitors were wary 

to give sustained runs to films dealing with hot-button issues like the civil rights 

movement. They remained fearful of race riots or the alienation of ticket buyers. When 

black-themed films did manage to get shown (usually in liberal, urban arthouse theaters 

in New York), they were rarely successful in filling seats. The Intruder was a stylistic 

precursor to many of the films made throughout the 1960s that focused on race through 
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its appeal to low-production, neorealist type filmmaking. Its reflection on a timely issue 

would prove significant not only as an example of Third Cinema in the US, but as an 

important historical document of America’s failed promise of equality. 
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CHAPTER 2: A Third Second Cinema Rebellion – The New American 

Cinema Group and Shirley Clarke’s The Cool World 

 

If this love for reality, for human nature directly observed, must still adapt itself to the 

necessities of the cinema as it is now organized, must yield, suffer and wait, it means that 

the cinema’s capitalist structure still has tremendous influence over its true function. One 

can see this in the growing opposition in many places to the fundamental motives of neo-

realism…and a number of bourgeois accusations against neo-realist principles.1 

-Cesare Zavattini, “Some Ideas on the Cinema” 

  

The development of a post-World War II politically committed cinema was a 

global phenomenon that saw its most feverish advancements take place throughout the 

1950s and 1960s in conjunction with counter-imperialist and counter-colonialist 

rebellions. Small factions of filmmakers in their respective countries united around the 

hope that cinema could respond to global injustice and help unite people in a 

collaborative mission for change. While many of these emerging movements are 

categorized as “Second Cinemas” because of their auteur presence and art cinema 

gestures, it is useful for the purpose of this dissertation to consider how they are actually 

necessary components of the Third Cinema movement. Their goals, aims, and 

revolutionary impulse tie them to a more unified film rebellion that challenged 

Hollywood and capitalist exploitation. This chapter looks at The Cool World, a black-

themed film directed by Shirley Clarke that uses Third Cinema strategies and motivations 

to call attention to the psychological effects of the racially-structured containment and 

abandonment of black children in Harlem. Clarke has a distinct authorial style, but the 

film is melded together with contributions from important black collaborators and a 
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commitment to the community that she portrays. The Cool World strove for social 

change, confused critics, and was unevenly and unsuccessfully handled in its US 

distribution and exhibition attempts.  

SECOND CINEMA 

Italian Neorealism was arguably the first national movement to provide a 

response to the disillusionments of post-World War II life. Cesare Zavattini was an 

important proponent for the movement, voicing his opinions in a 1953 interview that laid 

out the tenets of neorealism. He posited this movement as an antithetical response to the 

American cinema. While the American cinema peddled in sentimentality and escapism, 

Zavatinni argued, “I believe the world goes on getting worse because we are not truly 

aware of reality. The most authentic position anyone can take up today is to engage 

himself in tracing the roots of this problem. The keenest necessity of our time is ‘social 

attention.’”2 He called on artists to move audiences to reflect on social inequalities and 

saw cinema as the best vehicle through which to do so: “The cinema has everything in 

front of it, and no other medium has the same possibilities for getting it known quickly to 

the greatest number of people…it should penetrate more and more into the manifestations 

and the essence of reality.”3 The movement was very much a response to the factors that 

led to the rise of fascism in Italy. Filmmakers in other countries responded to their own 

set of circumstances, and several of these films, artists, and directors would have a very 

direct influence on American independent filmmakers in the 1960s who attempted to use 

film to address racial strife. 
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 Perhaps the most well-known film rebellion came out of France where Francois 

Truffaut’s writing, “A Certain Tendency in French Cinema,” laid the groundwork for 

auteur cinema in 1954. This invective against traditional ‘quality’ pictures, combined 

with the contributions of other contemporary, young filmmakers and their publications in 

the Cahiers du cinéma journal, announced the presence of the French nouvelle vague. 

The New Wave filmmakers produced personal films that reflected the generational shifts 

going on in France. Their wide-range of influences included independent filmmakers 

from around the world, the ethnofiction of Jean Rouch, the Italian neorealists, 

Hollywood, and critics such as André Bazin and Alexandre Astruc. The French 

filmmakers experimented with form and subverted traditional narrative approaches while 

simultaneously paying homage to their favorite Hollywood directors. The philosophies 

inspiring this movement transformed the way many artists approached cinema going 

forward as it gestured towards a more global, more contemporary approach to 

filmmaking.4 Jonas Mekas spoke to the magnitude of the influence of French and Italian 

filmmaking on American independent cinema at the beginning of the 1960s, noting, “Not 

since the…Italian neorealist films Open City and Paisan suddenly revealed to America a 

completely new school of film making, has any group of film makers attracted as much 

attention as the so-called Nouvelle Vague.”5 A conversation between international 

cinemas reflected a stronger commitment from artists around the world to use their films 

to handle contemporary political developments in regionally unique ways that built upon 

and drew from one another. The artists banded together to participate in an 

interconnected film rebellion.6  
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 England saw its own band of auteurs unite together to promote a new type of 

cinema. Lorenza Mazzetti, Lindsay Anderson, Karel Reiz, and Tony Richardson 

presented a series of screenings, each accompanied with a mission statement. The first of 

these, written in 1956, echoed Truffaut’s call for a more personal cinema. It rebuked the 

American trends for bigger screens, brighter colors, and inflated budgets. This group, the 

Committee for Free Cinema, instead advocated for radical approaches to low-budget, 

documentary-inspired filmmaking that challenged class inequality. They were 

consciously aware of the financial limitations of this type of cinema, noting in 1957, 

“With a 16mm camera, and minimal resources, and no payment for your technicians, you 

cannot achieve very much in commercial terms. You cannot make a feature film, and 

your possibilities of experiment are severely restricted. But you can use your eyes and 

ears. You give indications. You can make poetry.”7 Their poetry was well received, 

gathering steam as an internationally recognized movement.  

After six Free Cinema programs, the organizers eventually tired of the uphill 

battle in getting their films seen and ended the series in 1959. Exhibition was restricted 

and limited mostly to international film festivals and arthouse theaters. In their farewell 

program, the Free Cinema Committee concluded, “In making these films and presenting 

these programs, we have tried to make a stand for independent, creative film-making in a 

world where the pressures of conformism and commercialism are becoming more 

powerful every day.”8  Like their French New Wave counterparts, they were celebrated 

as rebels. They signed off with their own rebel cry: “Free Cinema is Dead, long live Free 

Cinema!”9  
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The three aforementioned movements produced internationally acclaimed work 

that was recognized as such with awards at top-tier film festivals. The Americas would 

produce their own sets of rebels. The first explicit film manifestos responding to 

colonialism came from Latin America. These precursors to the Third Cinema 

articulations of the late 1960s advocated the urgency for a local cinema that actively 

combatted the cultural imperialism of Hollywood. The “Manifesto of the New Cinema 

Group,” (El Grupo Nuevo Cine) published in 1961, called on Mexican audiences to be 

more actively engaged with global cinema. It encouraged its filmmakers to adopt the 

personal approach to cinema that was becoming wildly popular in Europe. The group 

channeled the commercial frustrations of the Italians, French, and British, noting:  

We promote the production and freedom of exhibition of an independent cinema 

produced in the margins of conventions and limitations imposed by those who 

monopolize film production. In the same manner, we will argue so that the short 

film and documentary films should have the support and encouragement they 

deserve and will be able to be screened to the greater audiences in fair 

conditions.10  

 

El Grupo Nuevo Cine members saw a crucial need for audiences to become more 

engaged with serious cinema that tackled contemporary social, political, and economic 

issues. They believed the fostering of an active cinema culture could lead to changes in 

the way the lower classes perceived themselves and their relationship to the global 

struggle against colonialism. The Mexican manifesto declared an allegiance with the 

other national film movements sprouting up across the globe.11  

Fernando Birri, the founder of the Santa Fe Documentary School, responded to 

violent unrest in Argentina with a call for a cinema of the people in “Cinema and 
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Underdevelopment.” He began his 1962 essay acknowledging his position as director in a 

capitalist, neocolonialist country.  He hoped his perspectives, ideas, and position of 

privilege could help create a film pedagogy that could lead to a revolutionary Argentinian 

cinema capable of combating colonial attitudes. Birri targeted Hollywood as an enemy of 

the masses due to that industry’s soporific effects on revolutionary consciousness. His 

manifesto called for a cinema:  

…which defines profiles of national, Latin American identity; which is authentic; 

which is anti-oligarchic and anti-bouregois at the national level, and anti-colonial 

and anti-imperialist at the international level; which is pro-people…Our purpose 

is to create a new person, a new society, a new history and therefore a new art and 

a new cinema. Urgently.12  

 

Birri cogently explored the problems inherent to using cinema for social change. Firstly, 

he identified cinema as a language. The more esoteric the language, the less likely it was 

to be consumable across different class lines. Birri questioned who art cinema actually 

helps and concluded that it only served an upper-class minority while scorning the lower-

class majority. Regarding the aims of his proposed cinematic intervention, the director 

wrote:  

…the most important thing is exhibition and distribution. The starting point for 

this statement is the fact that our films are not seen by the public or are only seen 

with extreme difficulty. This happens – and we denounce the fact – not because of 

the films themselves of our public, but because the films are systematically 

boycotted by both national and international distributors and exhibitors, who are 

linked to the anti-national and colonial interests of foreign producers, above all 

those of North American cinema and the monopoly it has imposed on us.13  

 

As a solution, Birri suggested that Argentinians set up alternative networks of film 

distribution and exhibition, making use of available technology as much as possible. He 
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called for low-budget filmmaking and the necessity of the people to embrace cinema as a 

tool for rebellion against the various forms of national and international colonialism and 

neocolonialism. In order for this to happen, the films produced must speak to the people 

in a language and in images that would resonate with them. For this to be successful, 

technicians must be trained with these goals in mind, and large-scale research must be 

done to evaluate the efficacy of different approaches. Echoing neorealist sentiments, Birri 

argued that cinema’s job was to critique reality, “By testifying, critically, to this reality – 

to this sub-reality, this misery – cinema refuses it. It rejects it. It denounces, judges, 

criticizes and deconstructs it. Because it shows matters as they irrefutably are, and not as 

we would like them to be (or as, in good or bad faith, others would like to make us 

believe them to be).”14 At the same time it should celebrate the resolve and perseverance 

of the people in light of neocolonial forces. 

These European, Mexican, and Latin American essays and manifestos captured a 

wide swath of the global positions being taken regarding independent cinema with 

political and revolutionary motivations. They were integral inspirations for the formal 

articulations of Third Cinema penned in the upcoming years. The movements discussed 

above expressed concerns with class issues and disparities in wealth due to 

internationally developing capitalist economies. The United States situation reflected the 

aims of these film rebellions in the work of several individuals concerned with the 

escalating tensions around systemic racism and civil rights developments. One collective 

of filmmakers, the New American Cinema Group, channeled many of these sentiments in 
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their first manifesto, “The First Statement of the New American Cinema Group,” 

published in 1961.  

SHIRLEY CLARKE AND THE NEW AMERICAN CINEMA 

The New American Cinema Group based out of New York City directly aligned 

itself with emerging film movements from across the globe in a commitment to social 

change. Despite all members being white, many of the New American filmmakers and its 

affiliates focused their lenses on race issues.15 They employed strategies that would 

connect them with prominent Third Cinema practitioners. In language that attacked 

commercial and escapist cinema, they observed in 1961:  

The official cinema all over the world is running out of breath. It is morally 

corrupt, esthetically obsolete, thematically superficial, temperamentally boring. 

Even the seemingly worthwhile films, those that lay claim to high moral and 

esthetic standards and have been accepted as such by critics and public alike, 

reveal the decay of the Product Film. The very slickness of their execution has 

become a perversion covering the falsity of their themes, their lack of sensibility, 

their lack of style.16  

 

In a series of enumerated points, they advocated for the following: personal expression; 

abolition of censorship; new approaches to financing; lower budgets (from $25,000 to 

$250,000); and ways to improve distribution and exhibition practices for independent 

filmmakers. This group of filmmakers believed the flow of films across boundaries 

should happen freely. Films should be made cheaply in order to enhance their artistic 

quality and level of social engagement. This divorced them from a Hollywood system 

that relied on a glamorous star system and high pay scales for union workers and 
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distribution/exhibition outlets. They aligned themselves with an international movement, 

noting the following:  

Common beliefs, common knowledge, common anger, and impatience binds us 

together – and it also binds us together with the New Cinema movements of the 

rest of the world…As they, we are not only for the new cinema; we are also for 

the New Man…We don’t want false, polished, slick films – we prefer them rough, 

unpolished, but alive; we don’t want rosy films – we want them the color of 

blood.17  

 

This certainly reads more like a Third Cinema manifesto than something belonging to the 

European arthouse of the Second Cinema.18 In 1963, one of the filmmakers from this 

collective, Shirley Clarke, directed a film centered around the situation of black youths in 

the Harlem ghettos. The production, exhibition, and reception history of Clarke’s 1963 

film, The Cool World, demonstrates many of the recurring patterns for black-themed 

cinema of the 1960s, as I illustrate below.  

 Clarke’s contributions to American independent cinema are often overlooked due 

to the historical prominence of other members of the New American Cinema group, such 

as John Cassavetes and Mekas. Clarke began her filmmaking career in the early 1950s 

with a sizable inheritance and a 16mm camera she received as a wedding present. At the 

time, Clarke was transitioning from a career as a dancer and president of the National 

Dance Association into a visual media artist. Schooled at City College, she took an 

interest in European art cinema, particularly the work of the Italian neorealists. Although 

much of her early work focused on white subjects, her feature films from The Connection 

(1961) on mostly dealt with issues and representations of black masculinity. Clarke’s 

early short films demonstrate the influence of her dance career and her interest in art 
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cinema.19 They provide a useful background for understanding the formalist tendencies in 

her 1960s black-themed filmmaking.  

 Clarke’s first completed short, Dance in the Sun (1953), was a collaboration with 

the internationally renowned ballet dancer, Daniel Nagrin. It demonstrates many of the 

stylistic tendencies that can be found in most of her work. The film opens as a pianist 

begins to play on Nagrin’s cue. The piano music plays uninterrupted throughout the 

remainder of the short, alternatingly a diegetic and nondiegetic accompaniment. Clarke 

uses a mélange of editing techniques in the film that draw on Soviet montage theories and 

the work of various 1950s experimental filmmakers. Early on, she juxtaposes the ballet 

dancer in the studio with a lone seagull flying above a shoreline, establishing an 

associative link between the two. At different points in the film, the rhythm of the dancer 

coincides with the rhythm of the bird, the rhythm of the waves, and the rhythm of the 

music. The entire routine, although occurring in two very distinct places, is edited 

together so that at times it looks continuous. Dance in the Sun explores the experience of 

the artist and the ways in which environment creates and conveys meaning. This concern 

with character and environment is a central thematic thread in much of the director’s 

work. Moving forward, her manipulation of editing schemes would distinguish her work 

from that of many of her contemporaries. Working on this first short triggered an 

epiphany that would motivate much of Clarke’s future work. As she recalled later, “All 

the kinds of things I discovered about the choreography of editing and the choreography 

of space/time came from making that very first film.”20  
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 Dance in the Sun won an award from the New York Dance Film Society the year 

of its release. Over the next several years, many of Clarke’s short films would receive 

positive critical attention. She would become a fixture of the emerging American 

independent film scene, studying under Hans Richter at City College and drawing 

inspiration from other avant-garde filmmakers such as Maya Deren and Stan Brakhage. 

Her 1955 short, Bullfight, captures the only filmed performance of the legendary 

choreographer, Anna Sokolow. It juxtaposes the movements of the dancer with actual 

footage from a Spanish bullfight. The montage techniques from Dance are used again in 

this short, creating associative links between the dancer and, alternatingly, the matador 

and the bull. Clarke’s collision proffers meditations on the role of the artist as performer 

and the performer as an adulterated and commercialized spectacle. The short was entered 

into several film festivals, receiving awards at Edinburgh and Venice.21 

Clarke’s success continued throughout the decade as she moved away from dance 

videos and became more involved with the New York filmmaking community. A Moment 

in Love was voted as one of the New York Times’s top ten nontheatrical films of 1957. 

The Brussels World’s Fair of 1958 commissioned her to make looping scenes of 

American life. She and D.A. Pennebaker, later to be one of the most renowned Direct 

Cinema documentarians, combined footage they had shot. Pennebaker gathered his 

scenes from travelling around the United States. Clarke edited his footage with filming 

she had done in and around New York City.22  

Using outtakes from her submission to the World’s Fair, she made Bridges-Go-

Round, “a masterpiece of the postwar indie scene,”23 that employs various special effects, 
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techniques, and edits to make the bridges of Manhattan appear as if they are dancing.24 

Clarke continued to explore her thematic interest in urban landscapes in the 1959 short, 

Skyscraper. This short was a collaborative effort with several other artists, including 

Pennebaker. Joseph Burstyn, the plaintiff in the 1953 United States Supreme Court case 

against New York censors which resulted in the Miracle Decision produced and 

distributed it. The twenty-minute film shows the construction of the Tishman building at 

666 Fifth Avenue, comedically including voice-over narration from actors who assume 

the roles of people seen in the footage. The jazz score includes several lyrical numbers 

that comment directly on what is being shown visually.  Skyscraper earned Clarke an 

Academy Award nomination, a first-place prize in the short film category at the Venice 

Film Festival, and the Golden Gate Award at the San Francisco International Film 

Festival in the Best Documentary Short category. The film would also signal an 

important transition in Clarke’s career towards more socially conscious filmmaking.25 

British filmmaker Thorold Dickinson was a member the Venice Film Festival jury 

that gave Clarke the award for Skyscraper. At the time, Dickinson was working for the 

United Nations Department of Public Information as Chief of Film Services. He offered 

her a commission to make a film for the United Nations International Children’s 

Emergency Fund (UNICEF). The finished product, A Scary Time, is Clarke’s first 

contribution to Third Cinema filmmaking in America.26 

A Scary Time is a strong indictment of American capitalism and its selfish 

disregard for global suffering. The short opens with young children in a Connecticut 

suburb preparing for Halloween. As in Skyscraper, the actors provide voiceover narration 
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of their activities while they prepare for their Halloween celebrations. A recurring 

background item in this and many of the following scenes is a UNICEF poster that shows 

the faces and bodies of starving children in Third World countries. The camera calls 

attention to their suffering through extreme close-ups of the poster while the children 

generally ignore it. In a chilling visual sequence, the costumed children go about their 

day, celebrating the horror that their costumes induce in others. As they scare one 

another, Clarke edits in scenes of poverty-stricken children crying at the horror of their 

daily existence. A further juxtaposition compares one pair of trick-or-treaters kicking 

over a trash can, mockingly shouting, “Have some food! Hahaha!” The excess and waste 

of food that accompanies the Halloween traditions of the Americans are made to look 

disgustingly appalling. The pair’s behavior takes on the metaphorical weight of American 

waste at large.  

As the film continues, the narrating children celebrate how easily they collect 

food and the excess with which they indulge in the opportunity. A scene of five hungry, 

sickly looking children sitting on a bench follows a scene of five children also sitting on a 

bench and stuffing their faces with candy. Later, a montage of emaciated children staring 

directly into the camera follows a scene of a capriciously prancing child dressed as a 

skeleton. When the children get to school, they are given UNICEF cartons to collect 

pennies as donations while out trick-or-treating. A narrator reads off a list of what items 

can be bought with the small change collected. He then comments on the fact that a 

submarine costs more than UNICEF spends in two years in its relief efforts. Echoing the 

rhyming from an earlier poem about Halloween, another narratorial voice rattles off a list 
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of Third World countries while the Americans proceed to carry on with their candy 

collection. At the end of the day, one of the children lays down to go to sleep. The 

voiceover counts pennies as if he were counting sheep to lull him to sleep. He is then 

shown in the restless throes of a nightmare, screaming, “Make it stop! Make it stop! Help 

mommy! Help Daddy!” The short ends with a long take of a Moroccan child, whose 

unflinching face is covered in flies, staring into the camera – the subconscious, guilt-

induced imagery of the child’s nightmare.  

 

Figure 2.1: In bed in the suburbs, hugging a bagful of free candy. 
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Figure 2.2: Nightmare images of poverty and hunger. 

 

Arguing that A Scary Time has been “unjustly overlooked by film scholarship,” 

Angelos Koutsourakis comments on the unconventionality of the short, noting that “…it 

does not intend to cajole the audience to fulfill their charity obligations, but it accuses 

them of being responsible for the horror of history in Africa and Asia.”27 The scathing 

criticism of global wealth disparity was apparently too strong for UNICEF which never 

released the film as part of its campaign. In a 1964 interview with Harriet Polt, Clarke 

noted that A Scary Time was the first film about which she felt strongly. It brought back 

feelings from her younger years when Clarke had been a member of the Communist party 

and involved in anti-bombing marches. Further, it taught her how to shoot dramatic 

scenes and successfully splice them together with documentary footage. Going forward, 

this was a formula that would typify her feature work. Influenced by her New York 

filmmaker contemporaries and Italian Neorealism, Clarke made three films during the 
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sixties that would channel her anti-establishment sensibilities. All three films would be 

low-budget and thematically focused on the toxic effects of white American culture on 

black masculinity.28 

 The emergence of the independent film scene in New York in the sixties 

coincided with the cultural revolution driven forward by the Beats, abstract 

expressionists, and jazz and folk musicians. As Melinda Ward and Bruce Jenkins note, 

these artists felt “a desperate need to combat the complacency of middle-class America, 

the racial inequalities of its social systems, and the dispiriting academic idea of an 

intellectual and artistic elite.”29 Undoubtedly, male artists had an easier time finding 

success during this period. Clarke was the only female of the twenty-three people who 

signed the New American Cinema Manifesto. She often felt the strain of alienation, 

recalling in 1985, “When I did The Connection, which was about junkies, I knew nothing 

about junk and cared less. It was a symbol – people who are on the outside. I always felt 

alone, and on the outside of the culture that I was in. I grew up in a time when women 

weren’t running things. They still aren’t.”30 The Connection (1960) was a landmark 

independent film that went into production three months after the founding of the New 

American Cinema Group. Its stark realism and honest treatment of a very non-Hollywood 

subject well demonstrated the mission statement of the newly formed contingent of 

independent filmmakers. Further, it expanded upon Clarke’s specific commitment to 

critiquing American capitalism and its hegemonic forms of oppression that she had begun 

to explore cinematically in A Scary Time. 
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 The Connection is based on Jack Gelber’s eponymous play. It was first performed 

at the Living Theatre in New York in 1959 and became the experimental theater’s first 

major success. The play focuses on the work of a writer and producer who are trying to 

stage an experimental theatrical production using real-life addicts as actors playing heroin 

addicted jazz musicians waiting for a drug delivery. The production had been 

recommended to Clarke by her sister, Elaine Dundy, and her brother-in-law, Kenneth 

Tynan. Tynan was the theater critic at The New Yorker, and he wrote a rave review for 

Gelber’s drama, calling it “the most exciting new American play that Off Broadway has 

produced since the war.”31 Dundy set up a meeting between Gelber and Clarke that 

resulted in Clarke obtaining the rights to make the film adaptation. Together with her co-

producer, Lewis Allen, Clarke raised financing for the film by offering investors small 

stakes in the film’s profits. An investor’s percentage would be calculated by considering 

the monetary amount of the investment relative to the final cost of the project. This 

percentage would then be applied to 50% of the film’s net profit. While such an approach 

had been used to gather funding for plays, it had rarely been employed to support a 

filmmaker’s efforts.32  

 Having secured a budget of $177,000, Clarke shot the footage for The Connection 

in twenty days. Gelber had given her free reign to adapt the play in any way she saw fit. 

Using most of the Living Theatre’s original cast, Clarke created a fake found-footage 

documentary. The beginning title card explains that the film’s acclaimed director has 

disappeared after the footage about to be shown was shot. Following this introduction, 

the documentarian, Jim Dunn (William Redfield), goes with his cameraman, J.J. Burden 
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(Roscoe Lee Browne), to the apartment of the heroin-addict, Leach (Warren Finnerty). 

Leach and his jazz musician friends are waiting for their dealer, Cowboy (Carl Lee), to 

deliver the drugs. The film is, at times, a critique of cinéma-vérité and ethnographic 

filmmaking. Jim, thinking he is off camera, instructs the junkies to act certain ways. He is 

the one paying for the heroin, in exchange for being able to film the junkies, and has 

constructed a set-like environment, replete with hidden microphones and lights. The 

actors in Dunn’s film argue that this film act is exploiting them and suggest instead that 

Jim shoot up for the camera. Under pressure, he agrees. At the end of the film, Jim 

remains behind with the other addicts waiting for their next fix. Before doing so, he 

bequeaths the day’s footage to J.J. Staring into the camera, he directly addresses the 

audience, saying, “It’s all yours now!”  

Through the presentation of the filmmaker, Jim, Clarke questions her own 

complicity in exploiting her subjects. Jim, like Clarke, is a white filmmaker who is into 

jazz and wants desperately to be part of an underground, black cultural scene. For him, it 

represents an escape from a white, bourgeois environment based on pure speculation that 

there is some rewarding mystery to be investigated. The pursuits of filmmakers working 

towards social change are linked to this investigation. In calling attention to something 

like drug use, the director can reasonably be charged with exploiting such an issue for 

professional gain. This raises questions about how the commercial realities of the 

filmmaking business can or should be reconciled with the sincerity of the developing 

New Left. The black cameraman, J.J., and the actors may be able to provide a much more 
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authentic presentation of their everyday realities, but only Jim, the white filmmaker, can 

direct such a project. 

 Variety’s Parisian correspondent/film critic, Gene Moskowitz, took notice of The 

Connection while it was being edited and invited Clarke to show it at the 1961 Cannes 

Film Festival on behalf of the French Syndicate of Cinema Critics. It was well received at 

the festival, winning the critics over and playing a significant role in the eventual creation 

of the festival’s parallel International Critics’ Week. Clarke recalled that a number of the 

Beat poets in Europe came to support the film including Allen Ginsberg, Peter Orlovsky, 

and Gregory Corso: “The European press went wild for this new American scene…And 

it ended up with the head of the festival at Cannes, M. Fauve-Lebret, giving a dinner 

party for me.”33 French audiences were well equipped to read Clarke’s film, as it 

deployed many of the philosophical approaches to filmmaking being explored by the 

ground-breaking French New Wave filmmakers. Koutsourakis eloquently observes:  

The lack of dramatic action, the metafilmic effects and the direct address to the 

audience entail a more politicised understanding of the filmmaking process, 

which refuse to offer any moralized assertions regarding drug addiction. Clarke’s 

breaking of the fourth wall intends to activate spectatorial responses and shake the 

audience from their passivity. In a way, our desire for drama, plot and action is 

equated with the drug addicts’ craving for the fix.34  

 

The Connection invites the viewer to contemplate the relationship between white 

liberalism and voyeurism, an issue that is certainly present in A Scary Time.  

Dennis Doros suggests that The Connection confused audiences because of how 

unique Clarke’s film was for the time. Doros argues that Clarke “broke just about every 

rule you could in film. She played with the idea of what’s reality, what’s fiction, what 
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you think of people. One of the things that upset people is that the junkies are 

unrepentant, that there’s no tragedy..."35 Not everyone was as impressed with The 

Connection as the critics at Cannes. Mekas speculated on this, recording in his journal 

that Clarke did not win an award because people thought the film supported drug 

addiction. When Clarke and Allen tried to get a license to exhibit the film in the U.S., 

they were denied due to charges of obscenity. The New York board of censors cited as 

their primary complaint an issue with the use of the word ‘shit’ to describe heroin in the 

film. They also believed that a shot showing one of the junkies looking through a male 

pornography magazine was inappropriate for audiences. Clarke hired Ephraim London, 

the lawyer behind The Miracle decision, to fight the obscenity charges. The courts 

continued to stall the case for almost two years.36  

Clarke convinced Irving Shapiro, a successful distributor of foreign films, to 

arrange a screening without the license. The group invited Bosley Crowther to view The 

Connection at a newly renovated Broadway theater, knowing that Clarke and the 

projectionist would likely be arrested. The publicity stunt succeeded in expediting the 

court hearing, which Clarke and Allen won. Despite the victory, the film still was held 

out of theaters for another six months because of bureaucratic tie-ups. By this time, 

however, The Connection had lost all the momentum created from the Cannes reception 

and the censorship battle. Crowther wrote a strongly worded critique of censorship after 

the illegal screening, but he also poorly reviewed The Connection.  Jonas Mekas was very 

upset over the reception of Clarke’s first feature, and he openly attacked critics who 
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seemed to misunderstand the revolutionary efforts of the New American Cinema Group. 

Responding to a review from the New York Daily, Mekas wrote:  

You dismissed The Connection because of its content…but you have no idea of 

what its content (or what the content in art in general) is or what it means. You 

dismissed it because of its technique, style – and form, but you have no idea of 

what style, form or technique in cinema (I don’t even want to mention modern 

cinema) is…why don’t you admit that you are washed out, that you can’t cope 

with modern cinema, why don’t you pack up and go home.37  

 

This defense widened an increasing rift between the underground filmmakers in New 

York and the critical community. In the end, The Connection was not a commercial 

success.38 It remains an important and often-overlooked intervention in cinema history 

and provided much of the necessary catalysts for Clarke’s next film, The Cool World.  

THE CRUEL WORLD 

Frederick Wiseman first met Clarke when Allen brought him to her editing room 

during post-production on The Connection. A criminal lawyer at the time, he expressed 

an interest in making his own films. A necessary step in this process would be to 

collaborate as a producer with a director whose work he liked. His attraction to Clarke’s 

work set the tone for his own career.39 Wiseman later recalled his strong desire early on 

to use films to prompt social reform, explaining that he hoped “there might be some 

direct relationship between what I was able to show in these films and the achievement of 

social change.”40 He recognized this aspiration in Clarke’s filmmaking. Clarke needed 

Wiseman, too, as few backers were willing to support a woman filmmaker at the time. 

Wiseman had already invested some $3,000 in The Connection. Having seen her work 
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and her approach to filmmaking, he felt very confident that Clarke was the perfect 

director to helm a project he wanted to produce.41 

Wiseman introduced Clarke to Warren Miller, who had recently worked with 

Robert Rossen on adapting Rossen’s novel, The Cool World, into a Broadway play. The 

Cool World follows the young leader of a Harlem gang named Duke. On a quest to define 

himself and make it in the world, Duke focuses his energy on trying to collect enough 

money so that he can buy a gun. With the weapon in hand, he believes he will become 

somebody whom people know and respect. The play was unsuccessful and pulled from 

the stage after two performances. Due to the disappointment in their endeavor, Miller and 

Rossen were glad to pass their material on to Clarke and Wiseman. All four shared an 

interest in using the story to promote social awareness of American ghetto conditions. 

Wiseman optioned the rights for $10,000. Similar to the way funds were raised for The 

Connection, Clarke and Wiseman set up The Cool World Company and sold 

subscriptions to investors. Out of the 4,000 solicited donors, 150 of them combined to 

raise together the film’s final budget of $300,000. According to Clarke and Wiseman, 

major film companies and many backers withheld donations due to the subject matter, the 

lives of black Americans.42 

Clarke’s adaptation of The Cool World was, from the onset, molded to be 

decidedly anti-Hollywood. In an interview with Polt, Clarke explained, “Hollywood has 

preconceived ideas about what audiences want. The Hollywood idea is that films about 

Negroes or films about young boys don’t make money. I would never have got money in 

Hollywood to make The Cool World.”43 Historical record suggests that she was right. The 
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novel fit well with Clarke’s increasingly polemical approach to filmmaking. In 1962, she 

commented, “Right now, I’m revolting against the convention of movies. Who says a 

film has to cost a million dollars and be safe and innocuous to satisfy every 12-year-old 

in America?”44 Clarke, drawing inspiration from Roberto Rossellini’s Rome, Open City 

(1945), resolved to film in the streets of Harlem and use non-actors. She told Wiseman 

this was going to be difficult and required an integrated crew. She recruited Madeline 

Anderson to assist in editing and community relations, Carl Lee to help with casting and 

screenwriting, and Leroy Lucas to be cameraman.45 

Clarke’s ingenuity in creating her own neorealist style manifested itself in her 

experimental production methods. The ambient sound was recorded on a Nagra reel-to-

reel recorder, the last one to be made by the inventor Stefan Kudelski.46 To record the 

dialogue, Clarke used radio microphones she and others developed so that the actors 

could be more mobile. Clarke and her crew modified some of the handheld cameras to 

make them more conducive to filming on the streets and achieving the look she wanted.47 

The archival collection of Clarke’s files indicate that she was reading sociological reports 

and newspaper investigations of contemporary living conditions for black Harlemites in 

an attempt to represent the situation of the Harlem youth as accurately as possible.48 She 

sought the approval of the child actors when filming scenes in order to ensure their 

authenticity.49 All of her efforts were remarked upon for the ways in which she managed 

accurately to recreate and explore the ghetto environment. Film critic/historian Albert 

Johnson proclaimed that The Cool World, “…is the most important film document about 

Negro life in Harlem…the director manages to seize upon those details which make The 
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Cool World a work of visual poetry, and in sound, a tone poem of the slums.”50 The black 

poet and activist June Jordan said it “was the only feature film about what it means to be 

Black in a racist white country.”51 Clarke could not have succeeded in achieving this if 

not for the contributions and understanding of the black community. 

According to Clarke, this was the first film to be shot in Harlem, and it made the 

film feel much more significant: “The look of The Cool World is not only authentic but 

very beautiful and moving since you get a chance to see in a documentary style the real 

life the children live in ghettos like Harlem.”52 Harlemites in general were skeptical of 

film units coming into their neighborhoods. There was a growing sense of frustration 

with the way black Americans were being portrayed in the media. Without black 

crewmembers, filming on location may have been impossible. Clarke recalled, “Then 

there were times when crowds collected that were not always friendly. But, in general, 

we had enough black people on the crew and with Madeleine [Anderson] going around, 

we were able to work very successfully in the real streets of Harlem.”53 Anderson, who 

had been working with Richard Leacock on documentary films dealing with issues black 

Americans were facing, was responsible for explaining the objective of filming The Cool 

World to those who expressed concern. She was successful in calming agitated crowds on 

more than one occasion. Anderson was also a collaborator on editing the final cut of the 

film. She continued working on productions for social change, directing films for WNET 

and the Children’s Workshop.54  

By Clarke’s own admission, the film also would not have been possible without 

the help of her romantic partner at the time, Lee.55 Clarke and Lee had met during their 
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work together on The Connection in which Lee played the connection, Cowboy. 56 Elaine 

Dundy described Lee as a bridge between the East Village bohemian world of artists and 

musicians and the black underworld of Harlem.  He was the son of a Harlem legend, 

Canada Lee. The elder Lee was an accomplished musician, jockey, and champion boxer 

who later become one of the few early successful black stage and film actors. Carl Lee’s 

contributions to the film lent credibility to the production of The Cool World. Clarke 

explained that he “basically ironed out the novel, changed dialogue, put characters 

together…”57 In addition to acting in the film, Lee was also responsible for vetting the 

young cast. Over the course of three months, Lee managed to net recruits from various 

Harlem youth organizations, many of whom had police records at the time.  

The Cool World demonstrates many of the themes and styles Clarke had 

developed since A Scary Time. In turning her camera on more political subjects, Clarke 

became increasingly focused on using her film career to present black lives and expose 

the racially-determined inequalities in America. In 1964 Polt asked Clarke how she 

became interested in “the Negro Problem.” Clarke responded, “For the past four or five 

years I have felt that this is America’s key problem. Without a solution to it, we will 

never have a free country.”58 She felt a connection between the plight of black American 

men and the way she was treated as a woman working a field dominated by men. As 

Rosa Nogués cogently argued, “The Cool World exposes the intimate links between the 

discourses of racism and sexism in the white heteronormative patriarchal order.” 59 

Alienation would be the theme that most connected her feature-length films of the 1960s, 

and it is particularly well developed in The Cool World.   
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Clarke wastes no time announcing the political slant of The Cool World with an 

opening scene that does not appear anywhere in the novel or play. The film begins with 

an extreme close-up of the face of a black street preacher (Richard Ward). Looking 

directly into the camera, he rhetorically questions, “Do you want to know the truth about 

the white man?!”60 He continues, “The white man is the devil!”61 To support his claim, 

he invokes the philosophies of early black nationalists and launches into an eloquent 

critique of race relations in the United States. Nogués’s research shows that Clarke and 

Lee drew from C. Eric Lincoln’s study of the American Black Muslim movement and 

Elijah Muhammad’s speeches to put together the preacher’s diatribe.62  Clarke’s 

documentary style filming surveys the crowd as the speech continues, creating its own 

meanings through subtle montage. One bystander holds an African-American daily with 

the bold-type headline, “EXEMPT NEGROES FROM TAXES!.” Various members of 

the assembled crowd turn their gaze from the speaker onto the camera as the cuts 

continue.  

Interspersed into the opening montage are shots of white police officers. As one 

of these officers escorts a black man down the street and away from the crowd, the now 

disembodied voice of the preacher discusses the continued persecution of the black man 

in America after having endured centuries of slavery and oppression. Clarke’s camera 

cuts distractedly from one face to another, using creative geography to make the crowd 

seem more unified and attentive. The preacher then encourages the ‘gathering’ audience 

to join him and reclaim what is theirs. While his final words are delivered, the film cuts 

to several short scenes of very young children smiling and playing. This prologue of sorts 
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finally ends when the camera settles on the film’s protagonist, Duke (Hampton Clanton). 

Duke gestures to his offscreen friend, Rod (Bostic Felton) to join him. Together, they go 

to talk to one of the neighborhood toughs, Priest (Carl Lee). Priest, with his white moll 

Miss Dewpoint (Marilyn Cox), tells Duke that he is going to sell him the gun that he has 

been asking about. He instructs Miss Dewpoint to show Duke the weapon. An extreme 

close-up then shows a purse opening, at a slightly slowed speed, to reveal the weapon 

hidden within it. Clarke’s pre-credit Chekhov’s gun serves as a reminder that the 

seemingly disparate details must necessarily be considered together; the film’s message 

depends on the viewer’s understanding of the ways in which montage links all of these 

pieces together.  

 

 

Figure 2.3: Opening shot of The Cool World. The preacher in close-up, direct address. 
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Figure 2.4: Tax Exemption. 

 

 

Figure 2.5: The "White Devils" listen to the preacher's sermon. 
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Figure 2.6: Creative geography showing the audience and faces of Harlem. 

 

 

Figure 2.7: Close-up of the gun. 
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The next sequence of the film follows Duke and his classmates as their teacher 

corrals them onto a school bus. While approaching the bus, Duke tells Rod that Priest is a 

reliable and fair businessman. Duke looks listlessly out the window of the bus as a 

conversation he had with his aunt plays over the passing images of Harlem. Duke assures 

his aunt that he has been promised a job at the liquor store once he graduates. He then, in 

a voiceover narration, thinks about all the power and prestige that will come his way 

when he comes in possession of the gun. The class trip takes the students in to Manhattan 

where the teacher points out that they are entering, “…the most expensive residential area 

in the city.” The completely uninterested class visits a statue of George Washington that 

is shown in a series of jarring, distancing low angle shots. The teacher tries to impress the 

students with erroneous historical details about the heroic life of Washington. As the 

classes walks away from the monument, the teacher’s voice can be heard advising the 

students to make sure they each take one of the pamphlets being distributed on “how to 

own a share of America.” An immediate cut shows Duke as he tries to get his share. He 

steals a purse from a woman and runs away, only to be mugged by members of a rival 

gang. The proximity of the Harlem ghetto to one of the most affluent areas in the world 

reveals the American imbalance of resources and opportunity. 

  Within the first ten minutes of The Cool World, the film’s editing provides many 

different commentaries on the state of the young, black teens in the Harlem ghetto. The 

only time a young, black man is shown during the street preacher sequence is when the 

camera settles on Duke as he turns away from the preacher to meet Priest. The lack of 
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interest in the street preacher’s homily highlights a generational gap and a disconnection 

from the various ideological threads of the Civil Rights movement. It speaks to the 

nihilistic disenchantment that ghetto conditions foster. There is a similar lack of interest 

in school for Duke; he knows that the most he can hope for with a high school degree is a 

low-paying store clerk job. The white corporate world of Manhattan certainly has no 

intention of welcoming him into their fold. The film will continually use montage to 

show the ways in which white patriarchal structures and capitalism restrictively impede 

on the healthy development of black masculinity. The only clear path is to earn respect 

from his and the other gangs, and the only way to earn this respect is to become someone 

whom people fear. Duke spends the rest of the film fixated on the idea of owning a gun. 

The dour fatalism these developments imply is amplified in significant moments with the 

minor-key, minimalistic jazz score from the Dizzy Gillespie quintet. The ‘share’ of 

America, like the stolen purse the editing pattern connects it to, is a false, fleeting 

promise in a racist society. 

Duke recovers from the mugging in his family’s cramped, two-room apartment 

before going back on to the streets early the next morning. The camera casually explores 

the streets of Harlem outside the apartment during the time it takes Duke to walk down 

the building’s stairs. In following the movements of various stray cats and dogs, another 

connection is established through montage, linking the strays and Duke’s gang.63 The 

teenagers of Harlem have been systemically abandoned and are forced to get by on their 

own. Duke’s father abandoned him at a young age, and his mother (Gloria Foster) has 

little time to supervise him with her demanding, low-paying work schedule. The US 
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government has other priorities. A dynamic series of cuts connected by swish-pans 

highlight the dilapidated, trash-laden streets of the neighborhood. Clarke often allows for 

moments such as these to establish the environment as an antagonist in the film. Duke, in 

an internal monologue, imagines his rise to fame once he has the gun. His voiceover 

speculates that people will see him walking down these streets and recognize him as a 

cold-blooded killer. The camera settles on a close-up of Duke as he stares back at the 

camera. The innocence conveyed in his young face belie his ambitions to be a murderer.  

In Crowther’s review of The Cool World, he echoed the sentiment of other critics 

that the film was lacking narrative direction: “…there is little or no communication of 

narrative form in the film. The action seems to develop incidentally and 

spontaneously.”64 The film is episodic in nature but in such a way that the events 

thematically compound one another to create the uninhabitably ‘cool’ world of the title.65 

Noël Carroll praised the use of these “floating facts,” arguing that they “accentuate the 

slice of life effect and, perhaps more importantly, convey a feeling of aimlessness (where 

‘aimlessness’ is a specific condition in the narrative that gives rise to the self-destructive 

life style of boys like Duke).”66 Adding to the sense of danger and uncertainty for the 

aimless gang members in the streets, one of these episodes deals with the unprovoked 

viciousness of police abuse.  

Littleman (Gary Bolling) is picked up by the police and beaten savagely. 

Departing from the detached documentary film style that has comprised most of the film 

to this point, the camera, in a stylized long take, tracks down a hallway and into the room 

where a frustrated and agitated Littleman recounts how the police beat him. The frame 
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tightens on his face as he nears tears, recalling how they called him “a black bastard” and 

continued to attack him relentlessly. Of course, there was nothing he could do about it; 

his face reveals an awareness that there will never be anything he can do about it. 

Doubling up on the instances of patriarchal abuse, his normally absent father (Jay 

Brooks) then confronts Littleman and berates him for being a criminal. This becomes too 

much to handle. Finally snapping, Littleman and his two friends chase his father out of 

the room with weapons they have on hand. Homes are not welcoming in The Cool World. 

Duke’s mother laments that she should not have to pay taxes on such a small, roach 

infested apartment. The peripatetic camera that critics such as Andrew Sarris criticized in 

their reviews wanders around the streets with an aimlessness intent on mimicking the 

experience of the film’s protagonists.67 

The episodic events explore a depressing range of the options ghetto life may 

present to the film’s teenage protagonists. Duke walks past a basketball court and notices 

that members of the Wolves are harassing one of his friends, Hardy (Claude Cave). Duke 

stands up for Hardy and gets the ball back from the taunting Wolves. In a short 

conversation, Hardy tells Duke that he has been getting offers from colleges to go play 

football and other sports. Only if they needed him to win athletic contests would colleges 

have a place for a poor Harlemite. Later, the suggestion is made that an escape that ends 

in college is not necessarily a victory to be celebrated. That same day Duke runs into 

Douglas (Joe Dennis), who is back in Harlem after a few semesters at Fisk University. 

Duke asks him about his “free bus rides” before being corrected by Douglas who, as he 

points out, is a freedom rider. Douglas is searching for his brother, Blood (Clarence 
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Thomas), and Duke points him in the direction of the drug-addled teen. Douglas asks 

Blood why he has not been home for two weeks, which triggers an agitated response 

from Blood. Blood, in an empowering low-angle shot, explains that he and his brother 

now live in two different worlds: Douglas is part of the white world, and he is 

accommodating white expectations of him; Blood lives in the Black world – “a black, 

dirty world where they treat you like shit.”68 Douglas then blasts the dehumanizing 

effects of ghetto life and angrily rages to himself and an onlooking Duke about how 

America does everything it can to turn black men into animals. Nogués reads the 

exchange between brothers as representing the eventual clash between the Civil Rights 

Movement (Douglas) and the Black Power Movement (Blood).69 

Salvation, to Duke’s tortured mind, requires a gun and violence. The film 

becomes more focused on this acquisition in step with Duke’s mounting obsession. 

Almost all of the narratorial comments from Duke reflect on the importance of the 

weapon. Duke dreams of being in a western-styled shootout with the rival gang leader. 

He perceives the gun to be a makeshift key, comparing it to a screwdriver: “You get 

yourself a piece, everything opens up for you.”70 The phallic implications of such 

analogies are also explored. Duke and his gang have a girl, Luanne (Yolando Rodriguez). 

Duke, as leader of the gang, has priority when it comes to being the one involved in a 

sexual relationship with Luanne. Immediately prior to their first sexual encounter, she 

tells Duke that she will hide his gun for him and that, once he has it, he is going to be 

“the big man.”71 He treats Luanne cruelly during this scene, slapping her and throwing 

money at her, mimicking the ways in which he has seen Priest mistreat Miss Dewpoint. 
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The degree to which he is performatively ‘acting like a man’ in this scene is highlighted 

later.  

Aside from the class trip at the beginning, the only other part of the film shot 

outside of the Harlem ghetto occurs late in the film narrative when Duke brings Luanne 

on a date to Coney Island. He proudly displays his comfortableness with firearms, 

winning a prize at a shootout booth that repeatedly commands him to “Draw!” A sign in 

the background reads “Stand Up & Shoot Like a Man.” The date takes on the feeling of a 

dream-like sequence where the two children are able to act carefree without their 

everyday environment weighing cripplingly upon them. There are a few European 

arthouse films invoked in this section of The Cool World. The child-like fascination with 

seeing the ocean for the first time recalls the ending of François Truffaut’s The 400 Blows 

(1959). A carnival sequence is similarly used in Truffaut’s film to explore the 

experiences of childhood.72 Luanne mysteriously disappears and is never seen again, 

which appears to be a reference to Michelangelo Antonioni’s L’Avvventura (1960). Both 

homages transcribe a globally modernist thread of existential uncertainty on this 

excursion, but Clarke’s layering adds the specificity of an American ghetto tragedy. 

Antoine Doinel (Jean-Pierre Leáud) in The 400 Blows, unlike Duke, has options for a 

future ahead of him; no one is going to look for Luanne. The situation of children in 

Harlem was much different from anywhere in Europe. As Albert Johnson observed, “One 

has to adjust to the terrifying maturity of the children, each of them a trapped human 

being who is incapable of fighting his artificial exile.”73 It is expected that people 

disappear in the ghetto. This is reiterated through Blood’s absence from his house, 
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Duke’s mother’s comments about the way in which black men just disappear, and the 

lack of concern the film has for Luanne once she goes missing.  

 Towards the end of The Cool World, Duke finally gets the gun. He and his gang 

then plan their attack on the Wolves. A playground brawl ensues, and Duke stabs one of 

the rival squad to death. A frenetic camera follows Duke as he runs through the streets of 

Harlem. He returns to the headquarters to see Priest lying in a pool of his own blood; the 

violence he dreamt of is transformed into a nightmare sequence. His run continues, 

before he settles on the stoop of his apartment building, resigned to his fate. A radio 

report plays over the action and reports the casualties from the gang war. Two police 

officers beat Duke and drag him to the patrol car. The film ends on a much more hopeless 

note than the novel. In both the book and the play version of The Cool World, Duke is 

shown after his arrest reading a letter that describes how well his rehabilitation is going. 

He is happy at the juvenile detention center where he is learning how to tend to a garden. 

No such moment is offered at the end of Clarke’s film. 

Barry Keith Grant makes a keen observation regarding the film’s ending. He 

notes: 

The report of gang warfare in Harlem is placed between an item fleetingly 

mentioning a communist stronghold (presumably in Southeast Asia) and an 

attempt by the American Legion to introduce legislation requiring the first 

astronauts on the moon to plant an American flag. Duke’s fate, in short, is 

sandwiched between forces of American capitalist imperialism.74  

 

Grant suggests that Clarke’s work served as a template for many of Wiseman’s films in 

that it used a particular microcosm to represent and investigate broader institutional 
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concerns. In The Cool World, Clarke undertook a roaming study of America’s most well-

known ghetto in order to investigate more globally the impact of American colonialism.   

 The Cool World was the first American independent film entered in competition 

at the 1963 Venice Film Festival. Although it did not win any official awards, the 

premiere screening was greeted with a standing ovation. The European film critics lauded 

the film for its realism and sociological concerns.75 Moskowitz, the Variety critic who 

had gotten The Connection into the Cannes festival, wrote a very favorable review in the 

publication’s recap from Venice. The short, bold-typed synopsis described The Cool 

World as “A sharp look at life in Harlem, that combines documentary insight and story 

values. [The Cool World] looms as an art and general release bet. Both timely and 

timeless.”76  After summarizing the plot, Moskowitz continued:  

Preachiness is wisely held in check. The problems of segregation and civil rights 

are implicit in [the characters’] lives, however, and come up naturally...A 

counterpoint jazz background is an asset as is the well textured lensing, cogent 

editing and the natural thesping by a mainly non-pro cast. But it is chiefly the 

virile, well observed direction of Shirley Clarke that keeps this long film 

engrossing and revealing…She creates a tenseness around the familiar characters 

by a knowing look at Harlem, rhythms, gaiety, lurking desperation, boredom 

tempered with joviality, and the general oppressiveness of bad housing and 

employment conditions…In this ‘Cool World’ the outside strivings of the 

Negroes and the betterment of conditions by Federal laws are still a long way 

off.77  

 

He predicted that the film would do well with the arthouse crowd and that it may also, 

because of its timeliness, have some success on the exploitation circuit.  

Unfortunately for Clarke and Wiseman, they were about to find out how resistant 

distributors were to handle a film about black lives in poor neighborhoods. The generally 
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negative reviews from major New York film critics certainly did not help the pair court 

potential distributors. After Clarke’s experience with The Connection, she could not have 

been expecting US distributors to be battling each other over rights for The Cool World. 

The New American Cinema directors were repeatedly frustrated with the lack of 

domestic interest in experimental or socially conscious filmmaking. A month after the 

Venice premiere, an article appeared in the October 16, 1963, issue of Variety entitled, 

“A New Resistive Stereotype: Fixed Idea Negro Films Not B.O. Hits Wiseman With 

Recent Letdown.” Wiseman used this space to vent his frustrations with not being able to 

get a reasonable deal done for The Cool World. He told the publication that a major 

distributor became immediately uninterested in the film once he heard details about the 

plot. Wiseman claimed that other potentially interested parties were suggesting that the 

box office failure of Gone Are the Days! (Webster, 1963) proved that properties with 

black casts were risky financial investments. According to the producer, they used this 

rationale to try and drive down the asking price. Another distributor reportedly loved the 

film but would not take it because of the perceived inability of it to be shown in Southern 

markets.78  

The difficulty in securing an American distribution deal was even more 

frustrating in light of how successful negotiations were outside of the US. Wiseman had 

already made tentative agreements with European distributors in France, Belgium, Italy, 

and Germany. He later reported that the film played successfully in these countries as 

well as having done surprisingly well in Japan and Ghana. Abandoning the hope that the 

film would get a major distribution deal, Wiseman resolved to try making smaller deals 
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for niche audiences. Somewhat unexpectedly, a southern drive-in operator had contacted 

the producer eager to book The Cool World. The article reported that Wiseman also had 

high hopes for the “Negro market” and the predominately white patrons of the 

burgeoning New York arthouse circuit.79 

 The hesitance of US distributors to gamble on black-themed films was common 

knowledge to those who were concerned with issues of representation in film. Chester 

Himes, a pioneering author in black urban fiction, consoled Clarke in a letter sent in 

December 1963. He wrote, “The U.S. distributors won’t touch anything, at the moment it 

seems, that has anything to do with what is quaintly called ‘The Negro Problem’ – as you 

point out.”80 The marketing strategy shifted towards garnering attention for the film’s call 

for social change. A public relations firm was hired and an appeal for support was made 

to the Harlem-based New York Amsterdam News, one of the nation’s oldest black 

newspapers. The newspaper did its part, publishing a positive review from critic Jesse 

Walker. Special screenings were arranged for prominent civil rights leaders. James 

Farmer, the national director of CORE called the film “the truth” and saw it as “an 

electrifying revelation of the American problem.”81 The director of the March on 

Washington, Bayard Rustin, believed that Americans who were downplaying the 

abhorrent living conditions of the ghetto “must see The Cool World, must see the roots of 

Negro desperation” that the film so keenly portrayed.82 Whitney M. Young Jr. of the 

National Urban League similarly thought that the film had important pedagogical value, 

noting that it would do much for those who “need to understand how their prejudices 

have caused great social disorganization and untold hardship.”83 Unfortunately, none of 
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this additional attention helped secure a national distribution deal, and Wiseman 

reluctantly opened the film at the Cinema II arthouse theater in New York on April 20, 

1964, without one in place.84 

 Marketing the film would have been a difficult task for anyone, as Clarke’s genre 

mashing/montage tends to complicate the idea of an easy sales pitch. Grant notes the 

ways in which The Cool World contains many of the conventional characters and themes 

of both the Hollywood gangster film85 and the western.86 At the same time, Grant calls 

attention to the ways in which it was very anti-Hollywood in its stylistic tendencies:  

First…[the use of the camera] signals an opposition to the smooth flow of the 

camera in the classic Hollywood style, just as its subject is one generally avoided 

in commercial American cinema, particularly in the early sixties. Secondly, it 

successfully captures the subjective perspective of the narrator, Duke…the 

restless camera and swish pans visually express his suddenly confused state of 

mind.87  

 

Grant argues that some contemporary critics, such as Sarris of The Village Voice, 

misunderstood the purpose of the film’s many social, cultural, and political references, 

perceiving the overload as a fault rather than “essential to the film’s meaning.”88 Sarris 

had a radically different take on the film, aggressively panning it and its director. 

Regarding Clarke, he wrote, “…despite her sympathetic intentions, Shirley Clarke has 

repeated all the artistic mistakes that defeated her first feature, The Connection.”89 Sarris 

found the film confusing, excessively melodramatic, stylistically whimsical to the point 

of creating “visual hysteria,” and guilty of “inverted racism” because of the portrayal of 

Miss Dewpoint.90 The last line of his review was especially damning: “The end result is 

that a gang rumble becomes a painless ballet involving graceful animals, and white 
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audiences can return smugly to a conception of the Negro as exotic entertainer, Mau Mau 

instead of minstrel, Stepin Fetchit with a switchblade.”91 The difference in critical 

opinions between Sarris and reviewers who supported the film is baffling. Johnson 

applauded Clarke’s technical and revolutionary ambitions, writing, “It is amazing that 

Shirley Clarke was able to compress as much into the film as she did, because it is fairly 

bursting with questions to unresolved problems and unresolved problems.”92 The 

complicated nature of the film may have made it off-putting to white critics and arthouse 

viewers in America; they may have been confused by its perceived lack of directness and 

answers. Or, maybe as Corman speculated about the white audiences of The Intruder, 

they did not want to see the ugly side of the country in which they lived. The reception 

suggests a lack of white consideration for the impoverished black Americans who were 

forced to live in deplorable ghetto conditions.  

Clarke’s specific blend of cinéma vérité techniques with a dramatic narrative 

represented relatively new cinematic territory in the United States. It is possible that the 

film was too ahead of its time to be fully appreciated in the early 1960s. In 1994, it was 

selected for preservation by the Nation Film Preservation Board.93 At the time of its 

release, Clarke recalled arguing with the now-famous American practitioners of cinéma 

vérité documentaries (Pennebaker, Leacock, the Maysles Brothers), who believed that the 

strong inflection of a personal style undermined social consciousness in ways that a 

hands-off type of approach did not.94 The experimental blending of modes certainly made 

the film difficult to handle for its eventual distributor, the independent venture, Cinema 
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V. Its uncertainty in handling the film definitely played a role in The Cool World’s 

lukewarm success in achieving wide distribution. 

The Cool World was marketed as an exploitation film outside of New York based 

on the belief of the Cinema V distributor that this was the most commercially viable 

approach to selling the film. The late-run poster for The Cool World highlighted its more 

salacious moments, boldly emphasizing the words, “HOOKER!”, “FUZZ!”, “JUNK!” 

and “RUMBLE!” This promotional approach was a counter-strategy merited in lieu of 

the lukewarm New York reception at the arthouses. Clarke and Lee had desperately 

hoped to court black audiences, but they found it frustratingly difficult to do so. Test 

screenings in Harlem to black audiences proved very successful, according to their notes, 

but the black audience was hard to locate amidst the desegregation of theaters and 

without the backing of an experienced distributor.95  
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Figure 2.8: The exploitation campaign poster for The Cool World 

 

Michael S. Willis charted some of the film’s distribution and reception in a 

Variety article published on November 11, 1964, that suggested the film did reach a black 

audience eventually. Willis noted that The Cool World played in black segregated 

theaters in Washington and Philadelphia. Exhibitors in Boston refused to handle the film. 
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Baltimore provided an interesting case where the “pic played an art house for one week 

without promotion, prior announcement or review, then moved to a Negro theatre for a 

successful four week engagement.”96 Willis expressed confusion as to why the film was 

not getting more screen time, commenting, “Exhib disinterest in the feature directed by 

Miss Clarke and filmed with much authenticity on location in Harlem, is puzzling, 

especially in view of the rave reviews bestowed by many major critics.”97 He reported on 

a unique situation in San Francisco, where The Cool World was used as a last-minute 

replacement at the Vogue Theater. Willis observed, “[the] film had been attracting a 

primarily Negro audience, unusual for the Vogue, which is some distance from any 

Negro district.”98 Following a plug from KFSO disk jockey Don Sherwood, business 

picked up rapidly at the Vogue, leading the manager to observe, “As far as people go, we 

get them all now, the high and the low, the fur coats and thong shoes, even bare 

feet…This picture appeals to everyone.”99 Wiseman was hopeful that this proved to the 

first-run theaters who rejected the film that their assumptions were wrong about the film 

being commercially inviable. Willis blamed the “indie distributor, Cinema V, of New 

York, [that] has leaned toward sexploitation and promotion of other sensational elements 

of the film – drugs, police troubles, juvenile delinquency, etc.”100 Wiseman continued to 

promote and book the film, but the efforts waned significantly as time went on and the 

investment was finally recouped. 

A Boxoffice report out of Chicago noted that in the summer of 1965, The Cool 

World was booked at the north Cinema Theater. The author of the piece predicted that the 

film was near a break-even point on return to investors two years after its initial 
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release.101 It is difficult to draw clear conclusions from the wide-ranging reports on the 

reception of the film, but, in consideration with the experience of The Intruder at 

grindhouses and drive-ins, there was clearly an audience seeing something important in 

these films. However, these venues and the audiences they drew were rarely ever 

reported on in the trade press making them hard to identify and conclusions difficult to 

draw. 

 The Cool World is a valuable example of the issues under investigation in this 

dissertation. The film easily fits with descriptions of blaxploitation pictures.102 It is shot 

on location in Harlem. It has a hip jazz score. It follows a black protagonist seduced by a 

life of crime who is victimized by ‘the man’. It shows drug use and prostitution. It makes 

references to black nationalist rhetoric. And white people produced and directed it. Much 

more is going on in the film than a cursory summary such as the one given above might 

suggest. It has more in common with the philosophies and texts of Third Cinema; it is an 

example of revolutionary black-themed filmmaking. It has formalistic tendencies that are 

reminiscent of some Second Cinemas, particularly due to Clarke’s authorial tendencies, 

but the community and collaborative work the film represents makes it an entirely unique 

hybrid. It deliberately counters Hollywood’s production, distribution, thematic and 

stylistic concerns, and exhibition practice. It challenges patriarchal, racist, and capitalist 

structures that reproduce dehumanizing environments for black Americans. It celebrates 

black culture and black resistance, and it attempts to educate while simultaneously 

entertain. Many audiences and critics believed that it did. Many audiences and critics 
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rediscovering it now believe that it does. And yet it failed to reach many viewers at the 

time of its release. 
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CHAPTER 3: Gone Are the Days! – Ossie Davis and the Struggle for a 

Black Cultural Renaissance 

 

Most actors are afraid to speak out against the war in Vietnam, afraid to take a strong 

line on civil rights. They know that McCarthyism isn’t dead, and that a performer can be 

cut down…. You stick your neck out when the principle itself is more important than what 

happens to you. If an actor can step in front of a camera and sell people some shaving 

cream or beer he’s supposed to use, then surely he can endorse what the artist is 

supposed to be in love with – beauty, morality, and peace. A real artist is a lover of life, a 

giver of life.... A real artist must stand up and be counted when he sees a man – or 

civilization – going down the road with a gun at his back.1 

-Ossie Davis, 1965 

 

We have now reached a critical point in this country’s history when it is necessary for 

blacks to leave the country in order to gain the necessary training and experience to 

launch a film and television career.2 

-Ossie Davis, 1970 

 

 

In the Spring 1962 issue of Freedomways, the editors of the journal speculated, 

“It may well be that the American Negro is on the threshold of a new cultural 

renaissance.”3 They went on to identify a few obstacles that this renaissance would have 

to overcome in order to develop effectively. The editors explained how white cultural 

gatekeepers were regulating black expression, observing, “…the sluice-gates of prejudice 

and discrimination keep back all but a trickle of these creative works from public 

exposure.”4 White-dominated media industries were preventing the wider dissemination 

of black-themed art. In order to overcome this and other barriers, artists would have to 

unite against oppressive forces. Because the nature of this renaissance was still 

undefined, the editors asked several questions about what a new black, revolutionary 
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culture would look like.5 They provided the following answer to those self-posed 

questions:  

We deem it imperative that the Negro people strive to effect the maximum 

possible unity-in-struggle against all those barriers and forces which would 

exclude us from full participation in the national life. And in this regard, to effect 

such alliances at home and in the world as would bring the strength for victories 

to our case from issue to issue.6   

 

In their estimation, an effective cultural revolution would be a global struggle against 

oppression. It would challenge the hegemony perpetuated by dominant media industries. 

One renaissance individual who took up the mantle of this cause in the early 1960s was 

the actor, playwright, and activist, Ossie Davis.  

Ossie Davis is undoubtedly one of the most important artists of the twentieth 

century. Throughout the 1960s, the actor-playwright, together with his wife, Ruby Dee, 

took risk after risk to stand up against neocolonial injustices and fight for social change 

through the use of media and culture. If a genealogical tree connected important black 

filmmakers and actors from the 1970s, every branch would likely find itself rooted in a 

terminal connection with Davis. His list of achievements is remarkable: he called 

attention to the work of artists engaged in revolutionary struggles against oppression 

through his work in theater and film;7 he founded Third World Cinema Productions, a 

production company helmed “by a group of Black and Puerto Rican artists whose aim is 

to broaden the participation of members of minority groups in all the communications 

media” in 1972;8 and he protested Vietnam, the mistreatment of Native Americans,9 and 

the racist treatment of black Americans.  
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This chapter looks at Davis’s cultural and activist work in the early 1960s. During 

the decade, Davis established himself firmly as both a force in the civil rights struggle 

and also as a pioneer of a new black cultural movement. Davis used his position, work, 

and connections to lobby for change in industry discriminatory hiring practices. His 

struggle for better representation of non-whites in American media gained momentum 

with the success of his play, Purlie Victorious (1961). Davis’s drama represents an 

example of Ella Shohat and Robert Stam’s media jujitsu; it invokes traditionally 

demeaning black stereotypes and redeploys them in ultimately empowering ways that 

speak to the black experience.10 Von H. Washington convincingly argues, “The 

characters, the plot, the psychology, all were created to fit the expectations of Black 

Americans, including their ethos of liberation and their rejection of any philosophy of 

passive acceptance of discrimination.”11 The curious production history and commercial 

failure of the film adaptation of Purlie Victorious [released as Gone Are the Days! 

(Nicolas Webster, 1963)] are discussed in this chapter in order to illustrate Davis’s 

commitment to Third Cinema and its revolutionary agenda. The film provides a non-

neorealist inspired example of US Third Cinema. The reception history of both the play 

and the film point towards the inability of white audiences and critics to grasp fully the 

meaning and intent of Davis’s work. The support given to the play indicated that Davis 

had reached a very receptive black audience.  Davis’s efforts are analyzed alongside a 

campaign led by the NAACP labor director, Herbert Hill, that began around the same 

time that Gone Are the Days! was released. Both men were concerned with the use of 

stereotypes and the exclusion of black Americans from media culture industries, but they 
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each took drastically different approaches to challenging these practices. Both approaches 

were met with firm resistance.   

 

Figure 3.1: Ossie Davis, Ruby Dee, and children protesting American presence in 

Vietnam 
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OSSIE DAVIS IS PURLIE VICTORIOUS 

Purlie told me I would never find my manhood by asking the white man to define it to me. 

That I would never become a man until I stopped measuring my black self by white 

standards – standards set deeply in my own mind, by a racist society, which could almost 

define itself by its hatred and its fear of me! And therefore felt impelled to teach me 

hatred and fear of myself!12 

-Ossie Davis, “Purlie Told Me.”   

 

 On July 17, 1963, Variety published an article by Vincent Canby, “Race to Film 

Race Issues: Indies React to Negro News,” in which the author noted a developing slew 

of film projects centered on race themes. In his piece, Canby reported that at least six 

feature films were in production “dealing with the Negro’s fight for equality, and/or the 

more general aspects of Negro-white relations” in addition to three more that had been 

already completed.13  He pegged this development as reflecting an increased commitment 

to social causes on the part of the American film industry. Canby’s article called attention 

to many of the industry issues surrounding black-themed films of the 1960s, including 

production, distribution, exhibition, marketing, and reception concerns. The critic 

cautioned that black-themed films had not fared well in recent years, and they were 

unproven in American markets: 

No informed industrite is about to predict the b.o. chances of these various 

projects, considering the spotty success of recent pix which have tried to deal 

squarely and sincerely with race themes…. It’s a hard fact of film life that the race 

pix which have been most successful at the boxoffice had been out-and-out 

exploitation dramas of rather dubious artistic and social import…” 

 

Canby’s prediction that more racially conscious projects would hit screens the following 

year was, as it turned out, a little overly optimistic. Those that did, however, came out 

amidst racially driven restructuring and scrutiny of the American film industry.  
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Four of the nine planned films that Canby discussed in the article never 

materialized. He reported that director/writer/producer Sandy Howard was working on a 

documentary, Heaven of the Black Muslims, that was supposed to “detail the causes and 

effects of racial discrimination around the world.”14 Howard would instead co-direct the 

kaiju15 film, Gammera the Invincible (Howard and Noriaki Yuasa, 1966). A second film 

was Me Candido for which the production company, Walter Reade-Sterling, had bought 

the rights to the Off-Broadway property. The play followed the comedic adventures of a 

homeless Puerto Rican man in Harlem. Although several attempts were made to realize 

this adaptation, nothing ever came of the efforts. Third, the producer-director Fielder 

Cook was working on an adaptation of the British science-fiction novel, The World in 

Winter, by John Christopher. The post-apocalyptic text portrays a future where an ice age 

devastates the European continent, forcing British citizens to seek refuge in Africa.16  

This project imagined a complete reversal of past colonial and existing neocolonial 

situations. The fourth film was an updated version of the 1948 documentary/video essay, 

Strange Victory (Leo Hurwitz). Strange Victory used documentary footage of WWII 

battles combined with scenes of postwar refugee camps, discrimination against black war 

veterans, and Nuremberg trial reenactments to meditate on American hypocrisy. David 

Fine of Victory Films had acquired the rights to the original film and intended to update 

it, inserting scenes that made parallels between the racial bigotry of the 1940s and that of 

the 1960s. Eventually, the update was limited to the addition of an epilogue with footage 

from civil rights activity of 1964.17 The difficulty in getting projects that addressed 



 165 

America’s fomenting racial situation funded, finished, and exhibited was continually 

evidenced in the failure of many such efforts to make it to the silver screen.  

 In a subsection of the Canby article titled, “Of Negro Authorship,” the author 

discussed the race films that were already completed and awaiting distribution. Canby 

began with a brief description of the film adaptation, Gone Are the Days!, based on 

Davis’s hit Broadway play, Purlie Victorious. Davis wrote and starred in the theatrical 

production of Purlie Victorious, which opened on Broadway at the Cort Theatre on 

September 28, 1961.18 Philip Rose, who had produced A Raisin in the Sun, played an 

instrumental role in promoting Davis’s play. The two were familiar with each other, as 

Davis was Sidney Poitier’s understudy for Raisin, and Ruby Dee, Ossie Davis’s wife, 

starred in the film version of Hansberry’s play.19 Purlie ran successfully for 261 

performances in New York until May 1962.20 The cast then traveled to other cities, 

including Chicago and San Francisco, for limited runs.21 The comedic satire pokes fun at 

race relations in the South. The events in the play take place during the Reconstruction 

period. The plot follows the efforts of the self-anointed preacher, Reverend Purlie 

Victorious Judson (Davis), to pass off his romantic partner, Lutiebelle Gussie Mae 

Jenkins (Dee), as the distant cousin of a freed slave woman with whom Purlie had grown 

up on a Georgia plantation. In doing so, he hopes to get $500 from the white Southern 

plantation owner Ol’ Cap’n Stonewall Jackson Cotchipee (Sorrell Booke). This was the 

amount of money that Ol’ Cap’n owed the freed slave woman before she had passed 

away. With the cash in hand, Purlie hopes to re-open the church, Big Bethel, that his 

grandfather had operated while living as a slave on the Ol’ Cap’n’s plantation. The goal 
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of the Church of New Freedom that Purlie hopes to establish is to spread messages of 

black pride and black power. 

Davis’s acting career began in 1939 when he moved to New York and joined the 

Rose McClendon Players.22 Together with Dee, Davis became a major force in the New 

York Theater scene. He was one of the most vocal advocates for industry reform and was 

very politically involved in calling attention to issues of racial injustice. The efforts of 

Dee and Davis opened many doors for black talent to enter the media industries over the 

course of the next several decades. The couple served as Master of Ceremonies for the 

1963 March on Washington. In the 1970s, the two started Third World Productions as an 

effort to fund projects promoting the work and political agendas of black artists across the 

globe.23 

 Purlie marked a significant turning point in Davis’s career. Ebony declared, 

“…the robust, farcical Purlie has transformed Davis, who has seen lean and 

heartbreaking years, into Ossie victorious.”24 The New York Times Chief Drama Critic, 

Howard Taubman, was effusive in his praise of the author-actor:  

It is marvelously exhilarating to hear the Negro speak for himself, especially 

when he does so in the fullness of his native gusto and the enveloping heartiness 

of his overflowing laughter. Ossie Davis, actor and author, has passed this miracle 

of uninhibited and jovial speaking out in his new play, ‘Purlie Victorious’…. 

Although his good humor never falters, he has made this play the vehicle for a 

powerful and passionate sermon.25  

 

Taubman keenly noted the way traditional stereotypes were successfully subverted in 

Purlie. He argued that Davis took familiar and insultingly racist media depictions of 

black people and empowered and humanized his characters. Walter Kerr, who would 



 167 

replace Taubman as Chief Critic at the New York Times in 1966, was even more 

celebratory. In his review for the Los Angeles Times, he lauded Purlie as “an original, a 

madman’s vision of what American folk comedy ought to be like.” Kerr argued that the 

“brilliant” Davis had put together a production that “keeps its grin and its caper genuine 

while making mincemeat of the very clichés of portraitures and of thought it is 

imitating.”26 Both critics agreed that the humor was sugar-coating for a very serious and 

incisive critique of contemporary race relations in America. Reportedly, Eleanor 

Roosevelt was very taken with Purlie Victorious, and she became a booster for Davis 

after seeing the play. She observed that “Mixed with the humor there is intelligent, 

incisive commentary on segregation, discrimination and the slow pace of integration.”27 

Other critical voices expressed unease over the blend of comedy and politics, revealing 

much about the climate of racial tensions in the early 1960s.28 

 Washington’s comprehensive dissertation examines the white critical reception of 

Purlie Victorious and the play’s importance to the history of black theater. In it, he argues 

that white critics had difficulty comprehending Davis’s revolutionary agenda because it 

spoke directly to the black experience in America. Washington explains that the positive 

reviews came from white critics who, “even though they did not really understand it, at 

the same time found the play relevant, entertaining and timely.”29 He juxtaposes these 

with four negative reviews that all betrayed a concern for the feelings of white audiences 

in watching Purlie Victorious. Marya Mannes, for example, wrote:  

But the play is by a Negro and about Negroes and Whites, and many Whites – 

even though they hear it is a rollicking swipe at all the clichés of race and in way 
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somber or shocking – will not want to see it. Whites now know they cannot laugh 

at Negroes, but they cannot really laugh with them either. They are caught both 

ways, and the discomfort is too acute to be deliberately sought after. 30 

 

Washington cited Mannes’s opinion as being representative of the reluctance of white 

audiences to take ownership of their role in the negative experiences of black 

Americans.31 One of the more inexplicable extremes of this type of critique came from 

the Time magazine author:  

Unacceptable as real Negroes, the play’s characters live a fantasy life that 

Playwright Davis presents as gorged with self-pity and filled with a lust for 

revenge over past wrongs. Under the surface laughter lies chauvinism: ‘I find in 

being black a thing of beauty…a native land in every Negro face.’ Substitute the 

word white, and any playwright who wrote it would be howled down as a racist.32 

 

Similarly offended was the reviewer for The New Republic, who found himself startled 

by the “hate and violence” and “relentless racial chauvinism” that “Davis apparently 

find[s] charming among the Southern colored but absolutely insufferable in Southern 

Whites.”33 It is difficult to account for these types of readings based on the actual 

material in the play. Washington attributes the negative comments to a lack of empathy in 

the situation of black Americans. He suggests that critics had never seen black characters 

with this type of revolutionary consciousness. Davis expressed his own thoughts on the 

negative reviews, musing, “But it is quite possible, and I say this without rancor, that 

their very talents, and their concepts of what a Negro is, left them unprepared to 

understand Purlie at all!”34 The playwright was less concerned with negative reviews and 

more optimistically encouraged by the play’s reception with black audiences. 
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 In 1962, Davis reflected that despite the positive reviews from important critics 

such as Kerr and Taubman, Purlie Victorious would never have succeeded in its initial 

Broadway run had it not been for the support of black audiences. This was a 

revolutionary moment. Davis credited Sylvester Leaks and John H. Clarke, two friends 

who attended the opening night performance, with spreading the word about Purlie to 

black communities:  

They went to churches, to lodges, to social clubs, labor unions. They took Purlie 

directly to the Negro community, and the Negro community got the message. It 

was, and is, the attendance of my own people at the box office that made the 

difference: it kept Purlie alive. Did this mean that a Negro work, with Negro 

content, could depend on the Negro community for support, and survive? I 

believe it did.35  

 

The support from the black community represented a potential historical and cultural 

turning point. Davis remarked that this was the first time that he felt like the black 

community was employing him. This gave him encouragement about the viability of a 

cultural renaissance:  

And I choose to believe that this fact has implications for the Negro artist, 

musician, performer – in his struggle to express himself and survive at the same 

time – that are revolutionary. For if we can, in fact, create for our own people, we 

will no longer be forced into artistic prostitution and self-betrayal in the mad 

scramble, imposed upon us far too long, to belong to some other people.36  

 

The success of Purlie Victorious undoubtedly inspired Davis. He used the momentum 

from this victory to work towards meaningful change in industry representation.  

 Davis and many of the cast members used the success of Purlie Victorious to raise 

awareness of the entertainment industry’s less-than-equal opportunity hiring practices. 
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On March 23, 1962, Back Stage reported Davis had called for more diversity in the 

entertainment industry at a meeting of the Committee for the Employment of Negro 

Performers held at the Judson Memorial Church in New York. Addressing a crowd of 

around 250 people, he said, “We must rely on the economic strength of 20 million black 

people as a means of bringing about a more democratic representation of the American 

Negro in our mass entertainment media.”37 Near the end of the New York run of Purlie, 

several organizations – The Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), the Negro American 

Labor Council, and the newly formed Committee for the Employment of Negro 

Performers – organized a picket of the Broadway plays How to Succeed in Business 

Without Really Trying and Subways Are for Sleeping that began April 1962. Leaflets 

were distributed that demanded more significant inclusion than token integration of stage 

plays. One placard read, “How to Succeed in Business – Be White.” 38  The protestors 

sought widespread opportunity for blacks in all industry positions, noting that only 126 of 

the 2,061 job listings for the 1960-61 season were open to black applicants.39  

  Plans for the film adaptation of Purlie Victorious were well underway by March 

1963, according to Variety. Davis teamed up with director Nicolas Webster to complete a 

script for the screen version of his play. First-time producers Milt and Tom Hammer 

provided the financial backing. The new screenplay toned down some of the source 

material’s more aggressive attacks on white Southerners, with the hope that the changes 

would make the film more palatable to a crossover audience.40 Webster had only directed 

one film at this point in his career, but the producers believed his work on the Emmy-

nominated TV documentary Walk in My Shoes (1961) well qualified him for the 
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project.41 The Hammers saw this as the first part of a projected three-film series targeting 

the much-neglected black film audiences of America.42 The Variety reporter commended 

the Hammer brothers, commenting that they “have convictions in this area and are 

demonstrating a certain amount of courage in entering such a venture.”43 Davis, for his 

part, appeared guardedly optimistic about the film’s prospects.  

 In an article that ran alongside the production report on Gone Are the Days!, 

Davis was quoted at length for his thoughts on the current state of Hollywood. He 

criticized the film industry for its heavy-handedness and inability to represent accurately 

the black community, despite any good intentions the studios might have had when 

tackling race issues. Black audiences were historically ignored, according to Davis, and 

he suggested that “it’s the institutional nature of the disease not to recognize [them].”44 

He also attacked the “deliberate” and “institutionalized” exclusionary hiring practices of 

Hollywood. Somewhat prophetically, he predicted that if a low-budget film with black 

talent succeeds financially, the industry might change its thinking.45 Targeting 

contemporary American segregation and discrimination, he concluded, “It’s amazing, 

we’ve been preaching love for thousands of years and haven’t gotten around to practicing 

it yet.”46 

 Despite the generally comedic tone of Gone Are the Days!, it contains several 

anachronistic barbs that connect Reconstruction to the civil rights struggle of the 1960s. 

The time gap erasure passively condemns the lack of progress towards equal rights since 

the 1863 Emancipation Proclamation. Missy (Hilda Haynes) tells Lutiebelle that Purlie 

boycotted mules when he was younger in a gesture of solidarity with those partaking in 
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the Montgomery bus boycott. Purlie openly critiques the inability of the Supreme Court 

to get anything done despite the significant efforts of the civil rights movement. Ol’ 

Cap’n argues with his son, Charlie (Alan Alda), about having unrealistic ideas about 

integration, particularly with regards to the desegregation of southern schools. In his 

interview with Washington, Davis explained that this scene contained the “revolutionary 

contents” of his work: “They’re talking, Ol’ Captain and Charlie are talking about the 

economics of Southern oppression and it is the economics of course and a question of 

struggle for economic power that gives rise to most revolutions.”47  Charlie represents the 

well-to-do, white, socially conscious liberals who sympathize with the revolutionary 

struggles but still generally succumb to the pressures of entrenched patriarchy and 

traditions. Cap’n argues that the exploitation of black workers is necessary to maintain 

the leisurely pace of life to which Southerners have become accustomed. Davis 

explained:  

Charlie says, and this is where he talks revolution really, ‘How long before they 

start a rearing up on their hind legs and saying, enough White folks now that’s 

enough. Either you start treating me like I’m somebody in this world or I’ll blow 

your brains out.’ That of course is revolution. That is not only revolution, but it is 

violent and bloody revolution.48  

 

Giving these lines to Charlie was a tactical decision that represented Davis’s ability to 

communicate with both white and black audiences. For the white audiences, the humor of 

the exchange between the two white stereotyped characters would make this message 

seem less violent than it actually was intended to be. For black audiences, the seriousness 

of the conversation would point towards potential solidarity with a generation of white 
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Americans who were beginning to understand why a revolution was necessary; they 

would need allies in the struggle. Further, it suggests that the time for passive resistance 

might be coming to an end. The conversation conflates the present with the past, and, in 

doing so, it prompts questions about how effective passive means of protest have been in 

the years between. For all audiences, the ridiculousness of the Cap’n’s behavior and 

beliefs called attention to the absurdity of the way black Americans were treated as 

inferior. Davis noted, “Laughter, if it is wise, can lead to many things, even among 

strangers – not the least of which is that mutual respect for people on which all other 

relations including the struggle for freedom in this country must ultimately depend.”49 

Davis infused his play with a coded form of comedy that alternately conveyed serious 

messages of revolution and, simultaneously, ridiculed the absurdity of American 

society.50  

While the white characters ignorantly embrace their actions and attitudes, the 

stereotype subversion of the black characters is most evident in the awareness and keen 

insights they exhibit. Gitlow (Godfrey Cambridge) consciously masquerades as an Uncle 

Tom. Yet he transcends the stereotype through his conscious and effective manipulation 

of the Cap’n. The Cap’n willingly gives Gitlow the $500 inheritance because, as he tells 

his favorite employee, “Ain’t another man in this valley, black, white, or otherwise, I 

would trust to defend and protect me from the NAACP but you.”51 Davis explained that 

Gitlow is not a coward; he is a survivor. If it came to revolution, he would choose the 

side of the black community.52 Meanwhile, Purlie is too defiantly proud to act the way 

that white people might want or expect and, consequently, spends most of the film having 
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his schemes frustrated. Gitlow points out this ironic situation to Purlie, telling him, 

“Always so high and mighty – can’t nobody on earth handle white folks but you – don’t 

pay no ‘tention to Gitlow; naw – he’s a Tom. Tease him – low-rate him – laugh at ol’ 

Gitlow; he ain’t nothing but a fool!”53 The different philosophies of the two characters 

loosely represent a split between those cynically willing to accept slow gains through 

integration and those demanding immediate and legally enforced equality. This 

demonstrates another example of the revolutionary exposition of the work as Davis’s 

screenplay was very much inspired by the contemporary moment in which it was 

created.54 Considering the socio-political unrest of the time, the use of historically 

demeaning stereotypes was certainly a political act that required delicate and tactful 

handling if they were to be deployed successfully. 

The stereotypes that are being played with are very much part of the American 

performance history, and some viewers saw the film as continuing in a dated, racist 

tradition. These viewers failed to recognize Davis’s subversive attack on this tradition. 

He explained at length how stereotypes operated as a form of protest in black culture and 

his intentions in using them unconventionally in Gone Are the Days!: 

We are an in-group in a sub-culture and we are very sensitive to our identity and 

to how we conduct our own affairs because we have to live in the eyes of the 

great White man and a lot of the things we do, we must do to either impress him 

or to deceive him. Black people are very sensitive to this and we know what our 

leaders have to go through in order to lead and not get their heads blown off…. 

Now, the Whites in our society came along and saw our stereotypes as we used 

them and then they took the stereotypes and took them over. This they did by 

developing their own Black face comedy which was based first on our own Black 

comedy that they saw on the plantation and in the slave cabins. White put Black 

on their faces and stole our stereotypes and produced minstrel shows and they 
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created a distorted stereotype of Black folk. In other words, whereas we Blacks 

originally used our stereotypes as protest weapons, as weapons of correction, the 

White men who stole our stereotypes de-gutted them, took out the protest, took 

out the social correction and made them symbols that Whites could themselves 

use. Number one to make themselves feel comfortable and number two to ridicule 

Black folks and to help keep them in their places…. I tried to reclaim the Black 

stereotype. To put the protest back in the Black stereotype.55 

 

A brief look at intricacies of the characters’ dialogue, actions, and background show how 

effectively this is accomplished.  

  Missy keeps the Judson household united by being the only person to understand 

everyone. She is a strong, independent woman who seems to know everyone better than 

they know themselves. Her age and experience imbue her with a palpable dignity when 

she delivers lines like, “Oh, child, being colored can be a lotta fun when ain’t nobody 

looking.”56 Missy recognizes the revolutionary impulse in Purlie and cultivates it, noting, 

“Great leaders are bound to pop up from time to time ‘mongst our people – in fact, we 

sort of look forward to it. But Purlie’s in such a hurry I’m afraid he’ll lose his mind.”57  

The ‘tragic mulatto’ character, Lutiebelle, is trying to pass but not as white. In 

Davis’s ironic invocation of this trope, Lutiebelle is part of a scheme to reclaim the 

money that is owed the Judson family; she is an integral part of the revolution. She tells 

Missy, “I always said I’d never pass for white, no matter how much they offered me, 

unless the things I love could pass, too.”58 The tragedy of her character comes not from 

the fact that she is torn between two worlds but that she had been torn from her black 

family at an early age and raised by a rich, white woman. As Washington noted, her past 

alludes to “the destruction of the Black family and the loss of family cohesion over 

centuries….”59 In joining Purlie and supporting his cause, the family is reconstituted. 
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Lutiebelle and Missy, taken together, represent the centrality of black women to 

resistance movements. 

The black preacher, played as a con-man in films like Body and Soul (Micheaux, 

1925), here uses his education and eloquence in the interest of bettering the lives of the 

oppressed black community. He delivers sermons on liberation, new freedom, and 

revolution. Purlie wants to “Make Civil Rights from Civil Wrongs” and “Remind this 

white and wicked world there ain’t been more’n a dime’s worth of difference twixt one 

man and another’n, irregardless of race, gender, creed, or color….”60 Constructed this 

way, Davis’s preacher is very much a stand-in for leaders of the civil rights movement.61 

He tells the Cap’n, “We want our cut of the Constitution, and we want it now; and not 

with no teaspoon, white folks – throw it at us with a shovel!” 62 The gains he hopes to 

make extend well beyond his plans of uniting the community as pastor of the Big Bethel 

church, but that is where his work begins. Davis noted, “…any time we talk about change 

and about revolution we’re talking about power – the place where the Black power was 

most meaningfully manifested was in the Black pulpit and the Black church.”63 Purlie 

aims to equip his congregation with the means necessary for psychological liberation 

from the influence of white society. His disciples will then go forth and spread his lessons 

to black communities everywhere. 

Davis established links to black nationalism and anti-colonialism at several points 

in the Broadway play, his screenplay, and the film adaptation of Purlie Victorious. Missy 

recalls that Purlie threw away all his books one day when he realized that white authors 

dominated the literary canon. This act alluded to the influence of the Black Muslims and 
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Malcolm X who “were withdrawing recognition in a sense from the white part of [black] 

identity.”64 Purlie rattles off a list of the indigenous languages of Africa tribes in a 

discussion with Lutiebelle, demonstrating his familiarity with African cultures and 

sentiments of Pan-African black pride. On the connection to Africa, Davis explained, 

“…this was after Ghana had declared its independence, after Nigeria had been freed. I 

think this was also after Kenya had been freed. So the question of African heritage was 

very strong and high on the Black folks’ agenda.”65 He continued, noting, “…to the 

degree that Purlie Victorious was revolutionary, it would have to make some emphasis 

relative to the African heritage….”66 The Cap’n expresses outrage at the fact that “there 

are some places in the world where the Nigra is rebellious.”67 Davis’s play declared that 

America was very much one of those places. Christopher Sieving argues that the 

inclusion of such moments demonstrated Davis’s “impeccable movement credentials” 

and that they “substantiated the film’s relevance by cementing its affinity with the 

movement worldwide.”68 He points out that Davis would have considered himself a black 

nationalist in the early 1960s and cites several of Purlie’s speeches that invoked “black is 

beautiful” sentiments and “black power” rhetoric.69 

 The subversion of stereotypes, the incorporation of black cultural references, and 

the critique of established forms of racist oppression align Gone Are the Days! more with 

Third Cinema strategies than imitative Hollywood filmmaking. Shot in a studio and 

maintaining much of its original theatricality, the film is less stylistically subversive than 

films previously discussed. It evokes the look of black musicals from the 1940s, such as 

Stormy Weather (Stone, 1943) and Cabin in the Sky (Minnelli, 1943). This strategy was 
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an important and potentially necessary one. Being an independent production allowed the 

film to exercise certain liberties with its biting satire, but the producers were keen on 

keeping it reasonably palatable for a crossover audience. Because of commercial 

pressures, some of the more anti-white-racism dialogue from the play was excised for the 

film adaptation. The removal of such lines may have accounted for the confusion some 

audiences expressed with regard to the overall message of the film. Some critics argued 

that the film reproduced stereotypes; they did not read it as the anti-racist, anti-stereotype 

tract it was intended to be. Like many of the films already discussed, Gone Are the Days! 

was based on an already commercially tested cultural product. Unfortunately, like those 

films, Davis’s adaptation went largely unappreciated by audiences. It shared much of the 

same disappointment and for many of the same reasons. 

 The film premiere of Gone Are the Days! was a disaster. Despite a reported 

$20,000 ad campaign, only one person paid for admission to the opening screening in 

Manhattan on September 23, 1963, at the Trans-Lux East theater. Things did not improve 

much despite critics reporting favorably on the film in their reviews for the local papers. 

Dorothy Masters of the New York Daily News gave the film four out of four stars, writing 

that it “explodes with eloquent rhetoric, inherent magnetism and contagious zeal.” The 

New York Times critic, A. L. Weiler, described the film as “…comic and incisive, filled 

with humor, insight and passion.” Richard Gerner of Motion Picture Daily predicted 

“…the picture will draw large audiences everywhere.”70 The most common criticism, if 

any appeared at all, was that the film version was nearly identical to the play. This noted 

similarity potentially could have dissuaded the 40,000 people who had seen Purlie on 
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Broadway from revisiting the story, but it does not account for the degree to which the 

film was being ignored. If black audiences had supported the Broadway play in such a 

significant way, why did they not seem to be offering similar support to the film? 

The industry press was quick to pick up on the plight of Gone Are the Days!. 

Howard Thompson of The New York Times wrote, “Noting the picture’s generally 

favorable reviews, its preopening endorsement by integration and civic leaders and the 

film’s timeliness, the [Hammers] said that the public response was ‘a shock, an all-time 

low in movie history and a complete mystery’.”71 Variety reported, “Only 10 paid 

admissions came into the theatre the day after the reviews appeared. Attendance was only 

70 customers the following day, after considerable press coverage of the opening day 

fiasco.” 72 The article suggested that perhaps audiences were not receptive to the humor. 

Some viewers and critics may have perceived the use of satire to be racially antagonistic 

and insulting. According to Philip Rose, rumors circulated that the film mocked the black 

community. Perhaps there were efforts to sabotage the film’s chances at success because 

of what it might mean for a black cultural renaissance; the play doing well in New York 

was one thing, but if the film succeeded on a national level, it would draw a lot of 

attention from revolutionary minded artists. Variety proposed that many simply might not 

feel like laughing about race issues, especially since the 16th Street Baptist Church 

bombing had occurred the week before in Birmingham, Alabama.73  

Leaders of the civil rights movement, including A. Philip Randolph, Roy Wilkins, 

James Farmer, and Hobson R. Reynolds, were aware of how important the film’s success 

might be to furthering efforts for better representation in the film industry. They 
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reiterated their earlier endorsements in a collaborative telegram sent out to labor unions 

and equality-minded organizations. Others also helped to bolster the film’s box office 

numbers. Barry Gray, the so-called “Father of Talk Radio,” hosted Dee, Davis, James 

Baldwin, Poitier, and David Susskind on his WMCA station out of New York on 

September 30 to promote Gone Are the Days!. Various groups and individuals were 

encouraged to call in to the show and pledge their support. Those that heeded the call 

agreed to buy 50- to 100-seat blocks of the theater to help with promotion efforts. The 

Department of Education encouraged the producers to organize discounted screenings for 

students. The Hammers acquiesced to the request, providing $0.75 tickets to elementary 

and secondary schools. They also offered the picture for free to organizations willing to 

donate the proceeds to help build a memorial for the children who died in the 

Birmingham bombing. The theater did its part in trying to help the film recoup its 

$211,000 budget. Harry Brandt, the president of the Trans-Lux Corporation, did not 

exercise his contractual right to pull the movie from the Manhattan theater. Jesse Walker, 

writing for the black newspaper, New York Amsterdam News, composed three separate 

pieces throughout the month of October imploring people to go see the film.74  

 A lot was riding on the Manhattan run of the film as the producers had only been 

able to secure the single theater for the first-run release of Gone Are the Days!. The 

Hammers were frustrated in their initial attempts to find wider distribution, and they 

hoped that buzz from the New York screenings would persuade distributors to take a 

chance on handling the film. The producers reported that the film received universal 

praise in the screenings they arranged for distributors. Despite this, many of the potential 
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handlers believed the material was simply too controversial to be worth the financial risk. 

Relatively unfounded industry logic dictated that the film could never succeed in the 

southern states. The ongoing disappearance of black-only theaters resulting from 

desegregation efforts furthered enhanced this belief.  

The Hammer Brothers remained upbeat throughout the month of October. They 

told Variety that there was a great deal of interest overseas in Gone Are the Days!. While 

in postproduction, it had been considered for the 8th Moscow International Film Festival. 

Negotiations with two domestic distributors were moving along. Seeking an official 

national endorsement, Milton Hammer was attempting to set up a screening for President 

Kennedy, as presidential support certainly would help with the film’s marketing appeal. 

According to the Variety report, exhibitors in Charlotte, Memphis, New Orleans, and 

Atlanta were interested in showing the film. These inquiries suggestively belied industry 

beliefs about the viability of race pictures in southern markets.  Milton Hammer stated 

that the production team had no interest in pursuing an exploitation-type ad campaign 

even if it might help them recover their investment. Such an approach would undermine 

the film’s serious message about (in)tolerance. Following that same logic, he also 

stressed that the picture would not be available for bookings in segregated theaters.75  

When the film failed to spark audience interest in New York, its commercial 

prospects were dealt a near-lethal blow. Potential distribution deals with Twentieth 

Century-Fox and Reade-Sterling were shut down. In the end, Gone Are the Days! ran at 

the Trans-Lux East for five weeks, grossing $37,000 for a net rental of $11,300.76 It 

played in several cities over the course of the next year, including Baltimore, Houston, 
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and Chicago. The Trans-Lux distribution branch ultimately picked up the film at a 

heavily discounted price. The booking advice from an August 1964 issue of BoxOffice 

suggested, “In light of subsequent events, particularly the racial riots in Harlem, the 

picture can now be exploited to good returns in many situations.”77 It proceeded to play 

intermittently in predominately black New York theaters before disappearing completely. 

It is hard to pinpoint exactly what led to the dismal performance of Gone Are the 

Days!, but poor timing was likely one of the culprits. Released as tensions were 

escalating during the civil rights movement, reminders of America’s past and present 

racist history would have been unpalatable for many filmgoers. An integrated audience 

may have found the material uncomfortable and awkward. Several scholars have 

discussed the film’s failure alongside audience response. Alfred Johnson, for example, 

believed that there was “…too much self-consciousness about [Gone Are the Days!’s] 

deliberate attempt at parody.”78 Asking audiences to laugh at offensive stereotypes was 

too much, too soon.  

Donald Bogle also questions the critical capacities of filmgoing audience in his 

discussion of Gone Are the Days!, suggesting that viewers were not sophisticated enough 

to enjoy Davis’s brand of humor. He harshly critiques the performances of the cast, 

making him one of the only reviewers to do so. Bogle usefully points towards a shift in 

audience response over time, noting that the Broadway musical adaptation of Davis’s 

play, Purlie, was an enormous success in 1970. Although lukewarm towards the film, 

Bogle contends, “Gone Are the Days! was the first step in the evolution of the new-style 

all-black movie.”79  
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Others have also considered ways in which the film may have been ahead of its 

time. Sieving posits that “Gone Are the Days!’s box-office failure and eventual 

disappearance from film histories may owe something to its upsetting of the traditional 

conception of the King-era civil rights movement as an exemplar of restraint, even 

passivity, later displaced by an angrier and more militant model of protest.”80 This 

reading suggests that the film was ahead of its time. In elaborating on this speculation, 

Sieving points specifically to the scene in which Purlie concocts a tale of beating the 

Cap’n to death with a bullwhip. This instance of imagined violence is certainly one of the 

most powerful scenes in the film, but it is quickly defused when it is revealed that the 

Cap’n is alive and that Charlie legally signed the property over to Purlie. The scene 

represents another example of how Davis delicately balanced a revolutionary moment in 

order to maintain popular appeal to both black and white audiences. Still, it very well 

could have scared off potential distributors who deemed the act of fantasizing about 

violent, black resistance as potentially too offensive for white audiences. If the inclusion 

of this scene did undermine the success of the film, it is worth noting that the most 

popular black films produced in the 1970s depicted a black man or woman fighting 

violently against a (usually) white antagonist.81 The imagined violence of the film’s 

climax does position it as one of the earliest forerunners of the black action films of the 

following decade. 
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Figure 3.2: The imagined violence of Purlie (Ossie Davis, right) beating the Cap'n. 

 

Sieving explores several other potential explanations for the failure of Gone Are 

the Days. In Soul Searching, he argues that the film did not embrace the currently-in-

vogue trend towards realism in the depiction of civil rights issues. This lack of ‘authentic’ 

representations of black lives ran counter to the demands the NAACP and other activist 

organizations were making on the media industries and, thus, hurt the film’s commercial 

prospects. Sieving also observes a trend whereby critical reception of black-themed films 

during the 1960s tended towards an embrace of films that focused more on the humanity 

of the characters and less on the ‘race angle.’ There is plenty of evidence to support this 

argument using the reception of Poitier’s film work throughout the decade.82 But, Poitier 
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had the advantage of Hollywood’s resources and strong promotional backing. Gone Are 

the Days! and many of the films that dealt directly with race that were produced during 

this period were made independently. Sieving went on to argue that Gone Are the Days!’s 

“…wholly independent backing consigned it to the art house, virtually the sole showcase 

for American independent films at the time. Not surprisingly, the network of patrons and 

critics devoted to art cinema found Gone Are the Days! lacking as an art film and rejected 

it.”83  

Evidence of the film’s reception abroad further complicates a clear picture of the 

reception of Gone Are the Days!. After its failure to court an American audience, Milton 

Hammer took the film overseas. The publicity around the film’s commercial failure had 

attracted the attention of distributors in Scotland, Wales, Italy, Israel, and West Africa. 

Hammer spent four weeks traveling across Europe, stopping in England, France, Holland, 

Germany, and Yugoslavia. He obliged a request from the office of the Secretariat of the 

United Nations to screen Gone Are the Days! for the African delegation in March 1964. 

By the end of the trip, he had initialized a deal with a British distributor and finalized one 

for West African distribution that included screenings in Nigeria, Ghana, and Liberia. As 

the ensuing decade of black-themed filmmaking demonstrates, non-American audiences 

were often more interested and more receptive to films like Gone Are the Days!.84 

Each of Sieving’s arguments falls short of convincingly accounting for the film’s 

failure. Based on the low volume of ticket sales for the film, it seems unlikely that 

audience engagement with the film significantly impacted Gone Are the Days!’s poor box 

office performance. The film was never really given a fair chance at success. Lack of 
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distribution and exhibition outlets prevented a wider range of the population from 

consuming the film. The Trans-Lux East theater was an art-house venue in Midtown 

Manhattan and, as such, unlikely to attract a high volume of black New Yorkers who may 

have been drawn to an independent production featuring a predominantly black cast. 

Further, the initial advertising campaign was cautiously pitched at a crossover audience. 

Marketed and reviewed as a comedy using familiarly insulting stereotypes, even if in a 

clever way, inadvertently made Gone Are the Days! less appealing to everyone. Many 

people made the cursory assumption that this was another heavy-handed attempt on the 

part of Hollywood to do its minimal best in promoting integration. The film did not have 

the financial backing or resources of the Hollywood machine to salvage its commercial 

prospects or enough of an ‘indie’ edge to create a significant enough scandal. But it did 

have near unanimous backing from film critics. Few, if any of them, rejected it based on 

its credentials, or lack thereof, as an art film. Sieving’s claim that Gone Are the Days! 

“…was the kind of black film that Hollywood conceivably could have made on a 

semiregular basis” is a dubious one.85 Even in the slightly less explicit film version, 

Davis’s material was likely far more political and racially conscious than anything 

Hollywood would feel comfortable investing resources in. The film is more engaged with 

race than many current Hollywood productions being pumped out over half a century 

later. Lastly, there were more options for the exhibition of independent films than the 

New York arthouse circuit, but the Milton brothers insisted on that exhibition strategy to 

preserve the prestige of the picture. The main reasons for the failure of the film were, 

then, threefold: the general and systemic racism of the 1960s media industries; the 
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producers’ inexperience that led to the clumsy handling of the film’s marketing and 

exhibition strategies; and the generally insurmountable obstacles faced by any 

independent production from that time.  

 

Figure 3.3: The opening scene from Gone Are the Days!. It is highly unlikely that 

Hollywood would have backed a film that opened in a black church as the 

members invited the audience in to celebrate the funeral of a white Southern 

plantation owner. 

 

The failure of this and other American black-themed films to find enough support 

in many ways mirrored that of Third Cinema productions from across the globe. 

Independent American filmmakers had the additional challenge of fighting the most 

dominant film industry in the world on their home turf. Reception evidence indicates that 
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American audiences simply were not well-equipped to decipher fully or embrace non-

Hollywood films. This led to a very unfortunate conundrum as black Americans were 

effectively barred from doing any meaningful work within the Hollywood system. 

FILM EXHIBITION, MEDIA, AND DESEGREGATION IN THE EARLY 1960S 

Independent producers such as the Hammers, Roger Corman, and Frederick 

Wiseman faced a serious uphill battle in trying to locate and identify an audience amidst 

the drastically shifting organization of the American entertainment industry. Canby noted 

a very unfortunate predicament in his Variety article on race-themed filmmaking: 

“Ironically, however, as the equal rights fight must continue to succeed that very hard 

core ‘Negro market’ must continue to diminish. Thus, to succeed, these projected films 

must appeal to the new, ‘desegregated market.’”86 The inability of Gone Are the Days! to 

find an audience coincided with the legally enforced desegregation of exhibition venues 

in various parts of the country. Without theaters dedicated to specifically black audiences, 

distributors were even less likely to be convinced of the salability of a black-themed film. 

Exhibitors expressed hesitation at booking films that dealt with race, fearing that they 

might provoke riots, pickets, or protests that could harm their business. Lack of research 

and attention given to black talent and black audiences became increasingly exposed over 

the decade, ultimately resulting in many significant changes to the way the film industry 

operated.  

An established black theater circuit would have been a great asset for the 

dissemination of films showcasing black talent and dealing with race issues. However, 
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little to no industry research had been dedicated to the concerns or desires of the nation’s 

black demographic. Producers hoping to court a black audience were largely on their own 

and had to contend with much racist resistance from southern and northern exhibitors. 

Robert J. Landry authored an article for Variety in 1963 in which he explored the scarcity 

of market research dedicated to black audiences. He observed:  

One of the little-known and least-reported segments of the American motion 

picture exhibition industry relates to theatres which cater to Negro patronage…. 

Nobody seems to possess any data on the total number of (a) Negro-only 

situations (b) negro-balcony situations and certainly not as to (c) Southern 

communities in which there are no film theatres of any sort to which Negroes 

have admission. It is credited but unverified that in many rural areas there is 

nothing cinematic for the race.87 

 

Landry cited several cities as having a significant number of theaters dedicated to “Negro 

patronage”: Chicago (20), New Orleans, (9), Baltimore (15), Philadelphia (6), and 

California (10).88 Noting that “data are hard to come by” and that “there is no available 

breakdown” regarding ticket prices, he wrote that theaters with predominately black 

patronage charge lower admission because they are typically run-down.89 Answering a 

self-posed question, Landry reported that it is unknown whether black business people 

own the theaters. He definitively stated that “Landlords are white.”90  

White ownership of theaters was the norm for exhibition venues across the 

country. While segregated theaters received focused attention for their exclusionary 

practices, the problem extended well beyond any individual location. A Variety report 

from May 29, 1963, explained, “Many of the circuits operating in Southern cities are, of 

course, owned and controlled from New York, which fact occasioned some Manhattan 
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picketing of an embarrassing nature about a year ago.”91 The corporate headquarters 

employed a geographically determined segregation strategy. Further, they demonstrated a 

strong resistance to showing any films with black actors. Wiseman, addressing this 

aversion, noted that owners “think if they show a movie about Negroes, they’ll have a 

riot on their hands. That’s one reason first-run houses haven’t shown [The Cool 

World].”92 In the minds of theater owners, desegregation was inimical to business 

interests. Due to prevailing industry logic, they were very resistant to changing their 

operating procedures in certain regions.  

Beginning in the early 1960s, a great deal of pressure was put upon exhibitors to 

amend their racist policies. The United States Attorney-General, Robert Kennedy, made 

theatrical desegregation efforts a focus of his civil rights agenda. In May 1963, he 

assembled a meeting with spokespersons for Southern theater circuits as well as New 

York exhibitors and members of the Theater Owners of America group. The Kennedy 

administration viewed segregated theaters as very visible hotbeds for fomenting racial 

tensions. With the summer approaching and students on break from college, Kennedy 

feared that race riots would represent “…a political liability in the United Nations and in 

the ideological war with Soviet Russia.” He advised the forty plus executives in 

attendance to accelerate the process of desegregation and cautioned them to do so as 

quietly as possible, specifically requesting that they not discuss the meeting or their 

efforts with the press. Despite the informal gag order, the showmen (anonymously) 

responded with the following statement: “We don’t want to assume the leadership in 
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desegregation when the problem more broadly concerns transportation, hotels, 

department stores, and eating places.”93  

An example of this type of reluctance to take charge can be seen in Savannah, 

Georgia’s “trial” desegregation experiment. The city’s downtown theaters reverted to 

segregation when the owners “indicated they [would] not attempt to go it alone on future 

integration attempts and would only be interested in the event the entire city integrate[d] 

which would include hotels, motels, restaurants, and bowling alleys.”94 None of the 

owners cited a decrease in profits resulting from the initial move to desegregation. The 

decision to reverse their policy inflamed protestors, resulting in as many as three 

thousand to picket the properties over the course of several weeks. This most certainly 

did interfere with business. The managers attempted to counter the demonstration efforts 

by lobbying the mayor for strict enforcement of penalties relating to trespassing on 

private property. 

The resistance to theater desegregation was built predominately on an unfounded, 

unquestioned logic that such a move would destroy a venue’s profitability. Variety 

addressed these beliefs, commenting, “The answer, as far as an answer can be risked, to 

the question of big city ‘desegregation’ seems to be the dangers are slight, and perhaps 

imaginary. Such is the moral to be drawn from those cities which have so far been ‘bold’ 

enough to sell tickets to all who approach the box-office.”95 The author of the piece 

believed that urban desegregation efforts were more likely to succeed than rural ones. 

He/she also suggests that rather than lagging behind other businesses, theater owners 

should feel comfortable taking the lead in integrating their operations.96  
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Actual reports from theaters that underwent desegregation confirmed that there 

was seldom any backlash from the transition to a non-exclusionary admittance policy. By 

1963, citywide efforts had succeeded in major urban areas such as Nashville, Atlanta, 

Miami, and Memphis. Few theaters even noticed a difference in the racial makeup of 

their audiences following desegregation, according to Aaron Seidler, the general manager 

of a theater chain that included the Northwood in Baltimore.97 Segregated theaters were, 

however, ideal spots for civil rights demonstrations against the existence of segregation 

in other places of business. As many theaters physically existed in prominent town or city 

locations, protestors could easily gather and create highly visible scenes of objection 

during high traffic times of the day. Baltimore, MD., Wilmington, NC., Jacksonville, FL., 

and Asheboro, NC., all saw significant protests and corresponding arrests outside of 

theaters in 1963. In each case, over one hundred demonstrators were arrested and charged 

with trespassing, disturbing the peace, and/or disorderly conduct. Seidler, explicitly 

blamed a thirty percent drop in business to the publicity that such protests brought with 

them. Seidler noted that other desegregated theaters in Baltimore had not experienced any 

loss of business over the period of time during which the drop was observed. What made 

the Northwood situation unique was that it was the center of mass protests wherein over 

400 demonstrators were arrested over the course of six days. Contrary to the beliefs of the 

exhibitors who met with Kennedy, having resisted a change to its admittance policy was 

crippling for the Northwood Theater. Seidler estimated that nearly sixty percent of 

Baltimore theaters had been desegregated in the months before the Northwood 

demonstrations.98 The increasing visibility of black protest occurred alongside an 
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increase in the economic situation of many black U.S. citizens. The leverage both 

provided would become a powerful weapon in lobbying for change in the film industry. 

 Entertainment trade discourse from 1963 revealed an increased awareness of 

black audiences in the 1960s and their potential to boost returns on advertised products 

and carefully targeted media productions. An article in Broadcasting explained the 

growing need to investigate the consumer behavior of black Americans, noting, “…the 

rise of the southern Negro’s economic status is submerged if not absolutely ignored in 

journalism of the day. Putting it quickly, the Negro has doubled total personal income in 

little over a decade.” The author of the piece wrote that black families spend more than 

the average white family on consumer goods and do “above-average radio listening and 

TV viewing, and respond to well-conceived advertising messages.” 99 Variety cited a 

study from January 1963 that found “…nonwhite incomes showed a ‘spectacular rise’ in 

Atlanta and 20 other areas during the 1950s.”100 Both pieces suggested that this trend 

should be attracting the immediate attention of the entertainment market.  

Television and radio seemed more confident in their ability to reach potential 

black consumers than did the film industry for several reasons. The networks 

demonstrated a willingness to make changes based on scant local market research and in 

compliance with governmental ‘encouragement.’ The Chairman of the FCC (Federal 

Communications Commission) at the time, E. William Henry, had a close working 

relationship with Kennedy and was likely encouraged by the Attorney General to help aid 

the goals of his civil rights program.101 The financial risk for local media outlets was less 

significant and, therefore, easier to manage. These local stations began to cull data on 
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black consumer tendencies and realized that they could sell and insert ads were targeted 

at specific communities. A proliferation of TV channels and radio stations in urban areas 

developed as the result of technological advancements and FCC mandates.102 

Broadcasters were much more dependent on advertiser dollars than they were on 

audience support and were capable of suppressing outside critical voices. Still, 

advertisers had concerns that catering to black audiences might lead to very vocal 

protestation from their established white constituencies. These concerns impeded any 

significant or genuine changes to hiring practices.  

The lack of precise data on racial discrimination in entertainment industry 

employment made appeals to government and legal bodies difficult to support. The major 

television networks, for their part, denied bias in employment practices when they were 

amongst the defendants brought before the House Committee on Education and Labor in 

October 1962. The Committee, led by Harlem Congressman, Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., 

heard testimonies from network executives and prominent industry entertainers such as 

Dick Gregory, P. Jay Sidney, Ed Sullivan, Otto Preminger, Poitier, Davis, and Hilda 

Simms. ABC Vice President, Theodore Fetter, rigidly defended his network’s 

purportedly nondiscriminatory hiring policy and, in the constant cycle of scapegoating 

noticeable in such hearings, passed the blame onto a third party (outside packagers of 

television programming). Gregory offered a scathingly incisive response, arguing, “The 

only tv show that hires Negroes regularly is Saturday night boxing…. The only thing 

colored you find on Broadway these days is a ticket stub.” Davis backed Gregory’s 

observation regarding theater and referred to his own occupational prospects as “touch-
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and-go” and, with thirteen roles on stage in the previous sixteen years, suggested he 

might be the most employed black performer working. Poitier lamented his role as a 

symbol for opportunities of black actors, adding, “I’m probably the only Negro actor who 

makes a living in the motion picture industry which employs 13,000 performers.” While 

no firm changes resulted from this particular hearing, it did seem to ignite a more 

sustained attack on the entertainment industry. It also encouraged broadcasting bodies to 

demonstrate they were actively involving themselves in efforts to enact change as to 

avoid further negative publicity.103 

In 1963, George Norford went on leave from his executive position in 

programming at NBC to work as a paid consultant for the New York Human Rights 

Commission in an effort to investigate the relationship between racial representation and 

broadcasting. His industry-initiated efforts were some of the earliest to address the 

convenient dearth of knowledge regarding black audiences and black employment at 

broadcasting outlets. He, unsurprisingly but likely accurately, cited advertisers as the 

major hindrance in developing more equitable programming. Producers “instinctively” 

avoided “elements that might impede a sale,” according to Norford.104 He went on to 

explain that advertisers were averse to material showcasing black talent because it might 

negatively affect their brand image. The most effective course of action for furthering 

change in the media regarding representation was, in Norford’s estimation, a selective 

buying campaign targeted at resistant-to-change advertisers.105 NBC and CBS made 

public pledges to do their part in encouraging equal employment opportunities for black 

actors and technicians.106 They also sought to improve the amount of content that focused 
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on diversity, producing and airing documentary special features on the civil rights 

movements, such as The American Revolution of ’63 (NBC News, 1963).  

Larry McCormick, the regional executive secretary of the National Association of 

Radio Announcers, also put the blame on advertisers. He argued that station management 

feared using black announcers because some vocal viewers may be offended and, 

consequently, chase away advertiser dollars.107 Radio, somewhat surprisingly given its 

sordid past with shows like Amos ‘n’ Andy, managed to make some of the more 

significant civil rights advancements in media employment during this period.108 Black 

bodies were reduced to black voices in this broadcasting format, and black music was 

popular with many white audiences. Operating expenses were also relatively minor 

compared to those of television and film studios. Advertisers could, therefore, take more 

‘risks’ in sponsoring black-oriented programming. Radio, according to Variety, was also 

perhaps the most universally embraced media outlet amongst black Americans who, Les 

Brown argued, generally had lower literacy rates and predominately worked jobs where 

they could and did listen to radio broadcasts.109  

Unlike television and radio outlets, the Hollywood film industry had little 

evidence to demonstrate any improvements had been or were being made in areas of 

equality and representation. This was an undeniable fact that concerned media advocacy 

organizations quickly seized upon in their Sisyphean battle to restructure the dauntingly 

monolithic American image-making machine. Frederick O’Neal, president of the Negro 

Actors Guild of America, was an early, prominent voice in the 1960s campaign against 

Hollywood’s poor representational record. He called out the scapegoating tendencies of 
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the industry, whereby almost every creative department in the film industry said they 

were discouraged from creating roles for or using black talent because someone else said 

that they should not. The most common explanation for racial exclusion was that there 

would be regional objections to the employment of black talent. The industry strategy, 

according to O’Neal, was either to erase blackness from American screens or resort to 

offensive stereotypes. He, like Kennedy, speculated how this approach was being 

perceived internationally, pointing out that, “…if [a black actor] is pictured exclusively as 

a clown, a buffoon, a stereotype, we are saying, in effect, that he is restricted to this 

position in American society and this is not good propaganda for a nation on whose 

shoulders the leadership of a floundering world has been thrust.”110 Variety, in 

researching this very question, found that “U.S. treatment of Negroes [in Hollywood 

films] left a bad taste with Europeans.”111 Pressure quickly mounted on Hollywood to 

begin to enact some significant changes. 

Herbert Hill, the labor secretary for the NAACP, led a very assertive attack on 

Hollywood beginning in the summer of 1963. At a press conference on June 25, he 

decried the poor representational history of black Americans, announcing, “We feel 

Hollywood has been artistically dishonest in depicting the role of the Negro in American 

society. He is treated either as a menial – an outworn stereotype – or else he is the 

invisible man who just isn’t here at all.”112 At this conference, Hill stressed that black 

protests groups had organized against Hollywood for over twenty-five years and seen 

little or no change. He directly indicted fifteen “lily-white” craft unions organized under 

the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees (IATSE), that systematically 
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barred black technicians from entering.113 Seven local unions told Hill directly that they 

would not accept black members, nor would they encourage blacks admission into 

apprenticeship programs.114 Further, the NAACP Beverly Hills-Hollywood Branch, 

founded in 1962 and headed by James Tolbert, had been made promises by 

representatives of every major Hollywood group at their last meeting in April 1962. In 

Tolbert’s estimation, none of the promises made regarding improved representation for 

black actors had been honored. The NAACP leaders argued that even if more roles had 

been given to black actors, they were either demeaning or low-paying parts. Bill Walker, 

a member of the SAG board of directors, estimated that of the fifty black actors who were 

SAG members in good standing, only about three made enough to support a fiscally 

conservative lifestyle.115 

Leveraging the newfound economic power of black Americans and the increasing 

political strength of the NAACP, Hill warned that this time around there would be no 

empty threats. At the NAACP’s most recent national convention, the organization agreed 

to channel all of their resources towards efforts to “eliminate discriminatory practices in 

Hollywood.”116 He intended to “file formal complaints with the National Labor Relations 

Board calling for [the production unions’ and craft guilds’] decertification as collective 

bargaining agents.” If immediate progress in negotiations with Hollywood representatives 

was not made, the NAACP would organize protests all over the country film-specific 

locations - theaters, corporate offices, studios, and distribution headquarters. They made 

it abundantly clear that they would not be settling for hollow promises or token 
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accommodations.117 Hill reminded industry leaders that the black Americans’ “estimated 

buying power of $18,000,000 is not inconsequential.”118 

 Hill’s assault on Hollywood continued to gain momentum throughout the summer 

of 1963. The ramped-up efforts to tackle industry discrimination triggered a July 12 

meeting of the American Civil Liberties Union Art Division at the Beverly Hills Hilton. 

Members of the organizing panel included Marlon Brando, James Whitmore, Philip 

Dunne (screenwriter/director), Nate Monaster (President of the Writers Guild of 

America), George Slaff (ACLU representative/attorney), Mildred Walters (Congress of 

Racial Equality representative), and Tom Neusom (NAACP representative). At the 

meeting, Brando “led a high-powered contingent of industry reps in adopting what is 

perhaps the most strongly worded anti-discrimination pledge ever to come out of 

Hollywood.” He urged Hollywood stars to join him in a boycott of production companies 

that discriminated against blacks, arguing, “Actors have sold soup, war bonds, silk 

stockings, cigars, and automobiles, they’ve sold everything. They should also be able to 

sell civil rights.”119 Attacking the tired excuses about having to please the financially-

backing banks, the actor went on to dismiss concerns of alienating the Southern market. 

He cited Sayanora (Joshua Logan, 1957), a film dealing with miscegenation, as his 

biggest box-office success to date, despite the anxiety it caused the film’s handlers. 

Responding to the initial remarks, screenwriter Jack Scheuer astutely and bluntly 

recommended, “point out to the stupid: Look you can make money with this.”120 

Concrete commitments to change from industry executives were soon to follow. The 
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three hundred actors, writers, and technicians in attendance pledged to take a concerted 

effort to actively battle discrimination in the motion picture industry.121 

On July 18, 1963, the NAACP labor secretary held a conference wherein he 

announced plans for a “militant program for Negro recognition in both television and 

theatrical films.”122 Several hours after the conference concluded, Hollywood 

representatives sought out Hill for an impromptu meeting. The quick response confirmed 

that Hollywood recognized the need for immediate action. The ensuing meeting was 

described as both “informative” and “conciliatory.”123 The executive vice president of the 

Association of Motion Picture Producers, Charles Boren, promised full cooperation with 

the NAACP going forward. The IATSE, for its part, agreed to sit down with the NAACP 

to discuss potential resolutions.  

  The focus on the IATSE’s allegedly discriminatory hiring practices diverted some 

of the attention off of the studio heads and their production units. The IATSE had found 

itself struggling throughout the 1950s and into the 1960s. In the wake of the Paramount 

Decree of 1948, Hollywood’s decision to focus on big-budget spectacles (which were 

flopping) opened a space for independent and runaway productions that did not require 

union help. The Hollywood recession-induced a hiring freeze amongst many of the 

IATSE local chapters. The NAACP demands came at a particularly difficult time for the 

struggling craft unions, as the period from 1962 to 1963 was one of the worst 

unemployment stretches for studio employees. The average age of the workforce had 

reached 59, and very few new members were being admitted.124 Charlton Heston, who 

was a strong advocate for civil-rights driven industry reform, defended the unions to 
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Herbert Hill, explaining, “…they wouldn’t accept me, or anyone who isn’t the son of a 

member.”125 Nepotism was a common hiring practice amongst the local IATSE chapters. 

They also had high initiation fees and only accepted applicants who were U.S. citizens 

who met certain education requirements. As part of a 1948 collective bargaining 

agreement between the IATSE and the Association of Motion Picture and Television 

Producers, a roster was maintained of employees who had worked for the studios in the 

previous years. This roster had to be exhausted before any non-union technicians were 

hired. Black technicians could not get into the unions and, therefore, could not work 

below-the-line jobs. Union representatives argued that, with no openings available, they 

should not be forced to take on new talent.126 

 Hill, Neusom, and Tolbert met with 22 IATSE business agents on July 22, 1963. 

Hill made it clear that he was not as concerned with targeting creative guilds like the 

SAG and WGA but rather the craft unions which, in Hill’s estimation, were “in terms of 

civil rights records…among the most backward and reactionary to be found anywhere in 

the U.S.”127 At the end of the two-hour meeting, IATSE vice president, George Flaherty, 

agreed to favorably recommend a proposal to the union leaders that would mandate that 

every technical crew have at least one black member. Hill clarified that only qualified 

black technicians need be considered for union membership and added that on-the-job 

trainee assignments would be acceptable in cases where no applicants met the union 

standards. Asked if he believed that unions would make concessions to their policy of 

recommending technicians according to the seniority roster, Hill responded: “If you 
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expect this substantial portion of the population to support the Hollywood product you 

will have to give the Negro representation within the industry. It’s as simple as that.”128  

Demands were also made on the performance areas of the entertainment industry. 

The NAACP representatives agreed that black Americans should be represented on all 

Hollywood films, TV shows, and technical crews in accordance with the national ratio of 

blacks to the overall citizenship of the U.S. The black population was estimated to be 20 

million of the nation’s 180 million population. As such, one in nine parts needed to be 

allocated for black actors. If the role given to that actor was a stereotype, such as a 

janitor, servant, or chauffeur, there must be a corresponding non-stereotyped role made 

available. Further, blacks “must be depicted in the film arts as they ‘factually and 

actually’ are in the context of the nation’s social and cultural life.”129 The NAACP 

demands called for a civil rights grievance committee to be established and for networks 

to air commercials featuring black actors. Hill reasserted that if “substantive gains” were 

not made within a “reasonable time” frame, economic boycotts and mass demonstrations 

would ensue.130   

 The majority of the IATSE representatives were very displeased with the 

arrangement Flaherty had agreed to encourage them to accept. The board of the IA 

Cameraman’s Local 659 was the first to make a public statement on their opposition. The 

statement they released cited the NAACP proposal as “contrary to State and Federal 

laws.” The Scenic Artists Local 816 joined the cameramen in their opposition. Speaking 

for the chapter, Clayton Thomason argued that the suggested mandatory recruitment of 

black members was ridiculous. He adamantly declared, “This is one agent who will fight 
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this kind of featherbedding till hell freezes over.”131 Thomason referred to past 

recruitment requirements which included two to four years in art schools. He explained 

that six to eight years of on-the-job training were required for a man to become a scenic 

artist and went on to reference the industry-wide unemployment, noting that, five years 

ago, the local had 285 members as opposed to the present enrollment of 185. Finally, the 

recommended hiring amendments would violate the terms that studios had agreed upon 

regarding seniority provisions and force more members to seek other, more stable 

careers.132 Several other chapters also confirmed, off the record, that they would oppose 

the NAACP demands.133  

However, a handful of locals distanced themselves from the opposing parties. The 

IA Propmen’s Local 44 claimed that they had been completely integrated for years and 

would continue to hire based on merit, regardless of race or religion. Their business 

representative, Cappy DuVal, also cited the Painters Local 755, Costumers Local 705, 

and Makeup Local 706 as having enrolled black apprentices.134 The Publicists 

Association Local 818 went on record as saying it was sympathetic towards the 

NAACP’s requests and would cooperate going forward. They released the following 

statement: “We believe that integration should be based on the basic right of all qualified 

persons of any race, creed or religion to belong to any union and be given equal 

opportunity for employment without any designation as the proportion of races or 

minority representation on individual crews or projects.”135 The San Francisco 

Projectionists Local 162 made the timely decision to admit its first black apprentice, 



 204 

Robert McKnight after McKnight had initiated a Fair Employment Practices commission 

case.136 

Tolbert announced the intentions of the NAACP to file decertification 

proceedings against the IATSE Set Designers 847 Local in early August. His hope was 

that if one of the unions was successfully decertified, the others would reevaluate their 

resistance to reforming their hiring practices and accede to the NAACP demands.137 The 

targeted locals fought back in the courts. Represented by Charles J. Conrad, they argued 

that the mandatory hiring of a black crew member was a violation of California’s Fair 

Employment Practices Act. Conrad presented his specious reasoning in the following 

way: “We think that if the producer…refuses to hire a non-Negro applicant for a job 

because he is not a Negro, the producer has committed an unlawful employment practice 

forbidden by the act.”138 These efforts failed. In an event described as “…the most 

significant breakthrough achieved since the NAACP launched its drive against racial 

barriers in some Hollywood unions…”, the Grips 80 Local admitted five black members 

in November 1963. Don Haggerty, representing the Film Technicians Local 683, 

simultaneously reported accepting five black applicants.139  

 The rest of Hollywood managed to dodge any prolonged collective efforts to 

overhaul their still-blatant discriminatory practices for the time being. In a September 

progress update, Tolbert reported that he had been pleased with the “substantial progress” 

made in Hollywood and TV. This assessment was based on reports he received from 

black actors and actresses that they were being assigned more substantial and less 

derogatory roles more frequently. Tolbert also pointed to several specific Los Angeles 
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based technical crew diversity hires and a relatively significant black presence in the New 

York-centered entertainment industry.140 In his 1965 essay, “The Negro in American 

Films: Some Recent Works,” Albert Johnson agreed with Tolbert’s evaluation, noting, 

“The 1963-64 period has indeed been an amazing one, in which television serials have 

included Negroes playing such unprecedented roles as doctors, nurses, lawyers, teachers, 

pilots, business, executives, and, in a stroke of wildly off-beat but authentic cast, 

cowboys.”141 While Johnson praised the long-overdue advancements in representation of 

blacks on television, his essay primarily focuses on and is critical of Hollywood’s less 

notable civil rights motivated adjustments. And it did seem as if activist pressure on 

Hollywood was mitigated substantially in lieu of the successful attack on the craft unions. 

There was some reported turmoil amidst members of the Beverly Hills chapter of the 

NAACP regarding the way the Hollywood situation was handled. The head of the labor-

industry committee, Bill Lane, resigned his post, citing Tolbert’s stand against 

Hollywood as being “not sufficiently militant.”142 His replacement was James Clark, the 

business representative for Musicians Local 47. 

The studios managed to deflect any major race-related criticism over the course of 

the next several years. Hill had allied himself strongly with the WGA and the SAG and 

felt confident their support would promote industry reform. The recruitment of highly 

visible A-list talent helped to garner attention for the civil rights movement and suggested 

that at least liberal factions within Hollywood were on board with progressive reform. 

There was hope for change. Charlton Heston, the SAG vice president, led an impressive 

list of Hollywood talent during the August 1963 March on Washington that included 
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Brando, Tony Curtis, Billy Wilder, Harry Belafonte, Rita Moreno, Diahann Carroll, 

Sammy Davis, Jr., Poitier, Paul Newman, and others.143  

The various studios made several promises, concessions, and commitments that 

were deemed acceptable to the NAACP. In October 1963, Hill and Tolbert met with 

Charles Boren of the AMPP and E.L. DePatie, the Warner Bros. vice-president and 

general manager. The studio pledged its cooperation with the NAACP and agreed to hold 

all department heads accountable.144 United Artists developed a special position in its 

publicity department for Herb Honis. His responsibilities included being a liaison for the 

black press and setting up screenings for black critics in an effort to promote black 

films.145 20th Century-Fox hired the promotional consulting firm, D. Parks Gibson 

Associates, which had a reputation for “specializing in the Negro market,” to handle two 

films they had in production – Guns at Batasi (John Guillermin, 1964) and Rio Conchos 

(Gordon Douglas, 1964).146 MGM announced its plan to start a few training programs 

that would actively recruit black applicants. One of these programs was in conjunction 

with the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers and the other was to fill “areas 

where a shortage of skilled workers has developed, in the fields of plastering, 

woodworkers, carpenters, scenic artists, etc.”147 Studio heads pointed out that film 

production took time and, therefore, so would noticeable changes from the 

implementation of new policies and programs.  

 Hollywood latched on to Poitier’s rising star status as a gauge of its commitment 

to offering better representations in films that dealt with social issues. Thomas Cripps 

explains Poitier’s situation in the following way: “[His] work teetered on the edge of 
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change, even half-leading it, but always in a cooled-down mode increasingly defined by 

the keepers of his image, whose fiscal duties included husbanding a star too valuable to 

risk on flights of radical daring.”148 The talented young actor won the Academy Award 

for Best Actor in 1964 for his role as Homer Smith in Lilies of the Field (Ralph Nelson, 

1963). At this point, his political stance seemed to soften a bit. A Variety article titled, “A 

Realistic Negro Star Gives Views: Sidney Poitier Recognizes That Profit Is Primary Goal 

– Social Angles Secondary,” quoted Poitier’s views on the responsibility of the film 

industry in presenting social issues: “Every piece of entertainment has a message, but this 

message should be brought home subtly like the fragrance of a good perfume.”149 This 

exculpating defense of Hollywood was undoubtedly a disappointing stance for some 

black audiences to receive and, more than likely, reflected the views of his handlers 

rather than his own.  

Fame brought with it both enormous opportunities and stinging criticisms. United 

Artists began negotiations with Poitier that would have made him the first black man to 

direct a major studio feature in 1964. Starring roles were given to the actor putting him 

alongside some of the best talent in the industry. The roles that followed his Oscar win 

further cultivated Poitier’s star image to be that of “…a model integrationist hero: 

intelligent, reasonable, reliable, and well-mannered.”150 In almost all of his films from the 

1960s, Poitier was presented as a nearly-flawless upstanding citizen and a desexualized 

assistant to a white protagonist.151 Bill Gunn, a black novelist and actor, voiced his 

concerns with Hollywood’s one-dimensional, one-actor approach to black representation, 

citing his own personal experiences with industry discrimination. He lamented, “When a 
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good part for a Negro does come along, they always offer it to Sidney Poitier. If he turns 

it down, they rewrite it for a white actor.” He had been in line for an audition as a 

replacement in The Sandpiper (Vincente Minnelli, 1965) only to have that appointment 

cancelled and realize later that the part was given to Charles Bronson.152 Hollywood was 

not to be bothered with such complaints. They quickly scrapped a SAG approved 

campaign for black industry jobs led by Ivan Dixon and Hari Rhodes in October 1964. 

With Poitier garnering so much positive attention, they were able falsely to present a 

genuine commitment to black representation. 

The lackadaisical efforts of major media industries with regards to integration 

revealed a great deal about the operations of cultural hegemony in the US during the 

early 1960s. White audiences were in control, and their tastes largely governed the 

success or failure of various artistic endeavors. Black audiences remained mostly 

undefined and unaccounted for in industry analyses. The desegregation of theater chains 

unfortunately exacerbated their invisibility; an identifiable black audience disappeared as 

black-themed filmmaking finally began to appear. This worked against the proliferation 

of black-themed filmmaking and stifled the energy of Third Cinema activity in America. 

Davis was able to court a sustaining black audience for the Broadway run of Purlie 

Victorious, but this proved exceedingly more difficult for the film release of Gone Are 

the Days!. The play/film was loaded with hidden messages intended for black audiences, 

but it failed to reach many of them. The import of what Davis had accomplished escaped 

the detection of many white critics who were either casually entertained or offended that 
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they were being stereotyped. Despite his disappointment, Davis committed himself to 

lead a cultural revolution. 

The lessons he learned in the early 1960s inspired Davis. He became a very near 

approximation of the character he created, Purlie Victorious Judson, preaching about 

revolutionary struggles, civil rights issues, and a black cultural renaissance. He cultivated 

his own congregation and used his significant cultural influence to combat discrimination 

and promote the causes of oppressed populations across the globe. Meanwhile, the 

NAACP campaign led by Hill proved largely ineffective. While Hill very publicly cast 

light on representational imbalances, his negotiations did little to correct them. Hill 

questionably dedicated his resources to an attack on the trade unions which, although 

certainly exclusionary, were not likely capable of making drastic or immediate changes in 

the circulation of black images and perspectives. The relative lack of visibility of the 

trade unions made them a convenient scapegoat for advertisers and studio executives who 

could have more easily initiated meaningful approaches to representational reform.  

Gone Are the Days!, as a case study of Third Cinema in the US, shared some 

noteworthy similarities with the films discussed in the previous chapters. Like A Raisin in 

the Sun, it was based on a play written by a black author that had experienced a very 

successful Broadway run. In both cases, a film adaptation was released roughly two years 

after the theatrical debut. Their producers encouraged both Hansberry and Davis to 

temper the criticisms of white racism in the respective film versions of their plays. The 

inability of Davis to find studio backing for his project suggested that Hollywood had 

given up on predominately black-cast filmmaking. None of the films analyzed up to this 
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point were able to find meaningful distribution or locate their intended audience. A key 

difference of Gone Are the Days! was that it did not use a neorealist aesthetic. It offers a 

useful example of how a range of thematic and formal variations can be deployed in 

revolution-minded filmmaking aimed at promoting socio-cultural change. Gone Are the 

Days! also serves as a bridge to the next two chapters as it explores questions about the 

clashes between black masculinity and a white, racist society.153  
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CHAPTER 4: Nothing But a Man - Masculinity and Labor 

 

At the same time, the white supremacists develop fears that their own weird tales may 

contain some element of truth. The next step naturally is to try to stifle or minimize the 

masculinity of the Negro male in actuality, sometimes even by outright castration. John 

O. Killens, author of a novel about Negro men at war (And Then We Heard the Thunder) 

was no doubt aware of this when he had a woman character tell the hero, Solly: “The 

one thing they will not stand for is for a black man to be a man. And everything else is 

worthless if a man can’t be a man.”1 

-Nathan Hare, “Cultural Castration: The Frustrated Masculinity of the Negro Male” 

 

Several independent films released in 1964 showed a commitment to depicting 

racial unrest and American inequality on the screen. Each of them exemplify Third 

Cinema strategies and achieved varying levels of success, both nationally and 

internationally. They offered an important counter to Hollywood’s stifled expressions of 

diversity and, in doing so, nurtured some of the talent that would partake in (or, at least 

heavily influence) the black film revolution that would soon follow. Their distribution 

and exhibition experiences opened up avenues for black independent and/or socially 

conscious filmmakers that had previously been unnavigable. They were, in chronological 

order of their release, Living Between Two Worlds (Bobby Johnson, 1963), Black Like Me 

(Carl Lerner, 1964), One Potato, Two Potato (Larry Peerce, 1964), and Nothing But a 

Man (Michael Roemer and Robert Young, 1964). All of them paid particular attention to 

black masculinity and the way that American racism worked to oppress and humiliate 

black men culturally, socially, and legally. 
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BETWEEN TOO MANY WORLDS 

 Not much information is available on Living Between Two Worlds, nor is a copy 

of the film currently in circulation. The producer-writer, Horace Jackson, based his first 

screenplay on his own experiences as a theology student at Temple University. 

According to various reviews of the film, the story follows Harvey, played by Jackson, as 

he struggles to choose between a career in the ministry or to pursue his dreams of 

becoming a jazz musician. Harvey’s mother (Maye Henderson) is domineering and 

determined that her son do the Lord’s work. Harvey gets support in his decisions from his 

devoted sister, Bucky (Anita Poree2). His love interest in the film, Helen (Mimi Dillard3), 

is also offensive to Harvey’s mother; this complicates Harvey’s plans to marry her. 

Ultimately, Harvey does choose to work for the church. His struggles in reaching this 

decision highlight many of the different commitments and challenges that faced black 

men in the 1960s: family, faith, love, society, and culture. Jackson’s efforts to get the film 

made and distributed reflect his career goal of creating more identifiable protagonists for 

black audiences. He believed thoughtful and honest expositions about the daily struggles 

of being black in America could help unite black communities.4  

 Jackson’s filmmaking efforts are reminiscent of the work done by Oscar 

Micheaux. Jackson initially sought out financing from black businessmen in Los Angeles 

but was only able to scrape together a mere $500. With help from his friend, Lillye 

Austin, Jackson managed to secure $10,000.5 Much of the crew that came together to 

help make the film did so out of genuine interest in the project. This included Ivan Dixon, 

who aided comedian Bobby Johnson with the directorial duties. The cinematography was 
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handled by the competent Hungarian emigres Vilmos Zsigmond and Laszlo Kovacs. In 

seeking exhibition for the finished film, Jackson advertised Living as “the first motion 

picture written, produced, directed, financed and promoted by Negroes…”6 The first 

screening was invitation-only and organized with the help of Jackson’s friend, Wendell 

Franklin, who had been climbing his way up the ladder at Universal.7 Franklin convinced 

the Directors Guild of America (DGA) to sponsor the event. The success of the first 

showing resulted in a few more screenings of Living Between Two Worlds in Los Angeles 

and helped Jackson to recoup over a third of the film’s budget.8  

 The reviews for Living were mixed, tending to criticize the amateurish quality of 

the film but also respecting the commitment and genuineness of Jackson’s first project. 

The first Variety report on the film deemed it “okay for market,” adding “the spirit of its 

subject is projected sincerely and tellingly.”9 The critic predicted that Living “carries 

enough merit to augur a fairly promising future for the filmmakers in the Negro market.” 

It also suggests that actress Dillard “is in for sex appeal, showing a shapely figure in a 

sexy low-cleaving slip and victim of a rape by two white hoodlums, which may be 

exploited by distrib.”10 Many distributors did and would exploit any sex and sexual 

violence when promoting films that dealt with race. This had already been demonstrated 

in the promotional materials for The Cool World and The Intruder, and it continued to 

develop as a marketing strategy for black-themed films over the course of the next fifteen 

years. Based on Jackson’s later work and his reputation, it is unlikely that his intent was 

to capitalize monetarily on a rape scene. The scene reads instead like a commentary on 
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white violence, similar to the use of an attempted rape in Micheaux’s Within Our Gates 

(1920). 

 Like Micheaux, Jackson took distribution responsibilities upon himself. Initially, 

he had hoped to exhibit the film in nontheatrical situations.11 Finding this nearly 

impossible, he arranged for a small opening of Living in his hometown of Philadelphia, 

where he managed to book the film in six theaters.12 The owner of two of those theaters, 

Paul Kleinman, agreed to help market the film in an effort to find wider distribution. The 

“Booking Guide” excerpt from Boxoffice magazine compared the film favorably to Purlie 

Victorious, lauding Jackson for his humanistic character study of a young black man.13 

The author predicted the film would do reasonably well as it went “…into the states’ 

rights distribution field through major independent outlets.”14  

Unfortunately, not much more information is available about the film’s financial 

performance including whether it made it to these independent venues. Jackson returned 

to filmmaking in 1971, writing and producing a remarkable second feature, The Bus Is 

Coming, directed by his friend Franklin. The continued collaboration between the two 

illustrates how significant industry and personal connections and support were in getting 

features of, by, and for black Americans made. Jackson’s difficulty in making his first 

film highlights the near impossible situation faced by aspiring black filmmakers in the 

1960s.  
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BLACK LIKE ME 

 In Vincent Canby’s article on race films, he referred to the adaptation of John 

Howard Griffin’s book, Black Like Me, as “One of the most interesting of the projected 

pix.”15 Griffin, a white Texas journalist, proposed a project to Sepia Magazine in 1959 to 

tour rural parts of the South masquerading as a black man. His hope was that such an 

account would help white Americans better understand the destructive impact of racism 

on the black population. With the aid of a dermatologist, Griffin artificially darkened his 

skin through a regiment of drugs, sunlamp exposure, and skin cream. His book expanded 

on the Sepia articles and recounted the events of the weeks he spent hitchhiking and 

bussing around Louisiana, Mississippi, South Carolina, and Georgia. It became one of the 

most popular books in 1961, selling nearly half a million copies and made Griffin 

something of a national celebrity.  

 The Hilltop Company was created to produce the film adaptation of Black Like 

Me. The major partners in the venture included producer Julius Tannenbaum, executive 

producer Victor Weingarten, and director Carl Lerner.16 Tannebaum ignored warnings 

from friends and industry workers who cautioned, “…’race’ pix don’t pay at the 

boxoffice. You won’t get one booking south of the Mason-Dixon Line!”17  He pointed 

towards the successful southern exhibition of the French exploitation film I Spit on Your 

Grave (Michael Gast, 1962) as a refutation to these admonitions. With an awareness that 

there would be at least some resistance of southern exhibitors to show Black Like Me, the 

group made the strategically sound decision to team up with Continental Film 

Distributors, a branch of the Walter Reade-Sterling Organization. Conceding twenty-two 
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percent of the final profits, the Hilltop Company secured a guaranteed distributor that 

also owned a chain of exhibition venues. Walter Reade Jr. operated around forty theaters 

on the east coast and had experience in marketing both foreign art films and gimmicky 

exploitation fare.18  

The newly founded company was able to raise $273,000 to produce the film. It 

was part of a feature in Back Stage that commented on a recent rise in the production of 

independent films coming out of New York. The surge, according to the author, was 

driven in part by the massive returns generated from David and Lisa (Frank Perry, 1962). 

That independent drama was made for $200,000 and netted nearly $3,000,000.19 With 

“Art houses springing up like mushrooms all over [New York],” investors were 

increasingly willing to take risks on low-budget films.20 A relatively high percentage of 

the films discussed in Back Stage article dealt with black/white relations. Michael 

Roemer and Robert Young’s Nothing But A Man is also mentioned as is a planned 

adaptation of John A. Williams’s Night Song, a fictionalized account of the life of jazz 

musician Charlie “Bird” Parker, that later materialized as Sweet Love, Bitter (Herbert 

Danska, 1967).   

 Much like The Cool World and The Intruder, Black Like Me benefited greatly 

from technological developments in filmmaking equipment. The pre-production notes 

called for a hidden camera-like documentary style for the film: “It will be lensed with 

actors playing all speaking roles but will use local townsfolk in non-speaking parts. Much 

of the film’s background action will be lensed in documentary style in an attempt to 

capture the nuances of the racial situation as it is lived daily in rural as well as 
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cosmopolitan communities.”21 The production team was hoping to record life as black 

Americans in the South actually experienced it. They believed this would enhance the 

political import of their film. Whether intentionally or not, Lerner’s vision aligned itself 

with the developing strategies of Free Cinema/Cinéma Vérité practitioners. Gene 

Moskowitz noted, “Perfection of lightweight cameras and readily-portable sound gear has 

created a kind of film…the essence is on-spot photography a la documentary.”22 The 

crew developed several innovative ways to disguise the camera.  

The producers had some concerns about how the location shooting would be 

received in rural southern areas and took appropriate measures to minimize potential 

conflict. They did not release the specific locations where filming was scheduled and 

used the title No Man Walks Alone when applying for film permits.23 The team happily 

reported that there were no racially-motivated incidents over the course of the 32-day 

shoot. They did end up deviating from the plan to follow the actual trail of Griffin, 

instead opting for locations in Maryland, Virginia, Washington D.C., and the west coast 

of Florida. This may have been a decision made with the safety of the integrated 35-

person crew in mind. Lerner made sure that only one day was spent in each location and 

charted a schedule that avoided any overnight stays in segregated hotels. The crew also 

complied with NAACP requests to steer clear of cities and towns with “already touchy 

local situations.”24 

 The partnership formed with the Reade-Sterling Organization likely accounted for 

a significant amount of the film’s success, demonstrating the importance of distribution, 

advertisement, and exhibition to black-themed filmmaking from this time period. The 
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company launched a relatively large promotional campaign to draw attention to the 

premiere of Black Like Me. The film opened on May 20, 1964, in approximately sixty 

New York theaters, many of them part of the Reade-Sterling Theatre chain. Executive 

Vice-President, Sheldon Gunsberg, boasted that the money dedicated to Black Like Me 

represented the largest amount that the Reade-Sterling Organization had ever invested in 

advertising a film. The campaign was described to include the following:  

In addition to an above-average expenditure in New York’s six daily newspapers, 

the campaign utilized signs on more than 1,000 buses; a week-long saturation TV 

spot program on WNBC-TV and WABC-TV; saturation radio time on WNEW, 

WINS, and three stations specializing in the Negro market; advertising in Ebony, 

the New York Amsterdam News, the New York Courier, and the New Jersey Afro-

American; and a supplemental daily newspaper campaign in leading New Jersey 

daily papers.25  

 

A corresponding cross-country tour was also arranged for Griffin who travelled to 

various exhibition venues promoting his book and endorsing its adaptation.  

Griffin made some interesting observations about audiences for the film while on 

his promotional tour. He found crowds were much larger and much more curious in 

smaller cities and rural areas. Pat Cooney, in his article, “Black Like Me Appeal 

Indicated By Book Sales, Lecture Crowds,” suggests that this was potentially related to 

the lack of penetration of the civil rights movement into such areas. Griffin told Cooney 

that educational groups usually co-sponsored his presentations, and he more often spoke 

to younger audiences.26 A savvy independent exhibitor in Des Moines, Iowa, made 

similar market observations after launching an ad campaign for the film that highlighted 

the success of Griffin’s book. Bev Mahon, owner of the “plush” Holiday Theatre in Des 
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Moines initially booked Black Like Me for a two-week run. Mahon, impressed with the 

daily turnout, took out newspaper ads and radio spots that drew crowds for a total of eight 

weeks. He, like Griffin, noted the film often was embraced as an educational tool, 

attracting a predominately young and curious audience.27 Mahon’s campaign was unique 

in that it did not follow the advice of the trades which called for the exploitation of the 

film’s more lurid material. The success of this alternative approach pointed towards the 

viability of other marketing options than those commonly employed with respect to 

black-themed films of the 1960s. 

 

Figure 4.1: Compilation of Iowa ads for Black Like Me. 
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 Film critics were not overly impressed with Black Like Me. The Variety review 

praised the decision to have a saturation release and thought that, with its exploitable title 

and heavy promotion, the film could turn a decent profit. The reviewer was most critical 

of its technical proficiency which he found lacking in almost every department. In his 

estimation, the editing was too irregular. The sound is described as having a distracting, 

“hollow, echo-chamber effect.”28 The cameramen are given some credit for the realism of 

their exterior location shots. Lerner is blamed for several of the film’s shortcomings, 

including decisions made in the script that he and his wife, Gerda, co-authored. James 

Whitmore, in blackface, is also scrutinized, both for his appearance and melodramatic 

acting.29  

Bosley Crowther found some value in the film, writing, “It simply succeeds in 

demonstrating some ugly and painful incidents of racial prejudice as witnessed by one 

man, but it does that very well.”30 He, too, identified Whitmore’s makeup as an off-

putting distraction, writing that it most closely approximated the look of a white actor in a 

minstrel show. This was also a major complaint of the Boxoffice reviewer who wrote, 

“James Whitmore’s make-up is so poor and unconvincing that it detracts from the 

credibility of the story.” He went on to express concerns about the film’s viability in 

southern markets, suggesting the content was controversial and needed to be handled 

carefully. He argued, “The film portrays, almost exclusively, the worst level of both 

white and negro society and the inevitable vulgarity, no matter how necessary for 

authenticity, is bound to be offensive to many people.”31 And offend it did. Black Like 
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Me does not paint a pretty portrait of white bigotry, and many people were uncomfortable 

with the film version of Griffin’s experiences.32 

 

Figure 4.2: John Howard Griffin in blackface while researching his book. 

 

 

Figure 4.3: Screenshot from Black Like Me, the film. James Whitmore (left) in blackface 

as John Horton; Roscoe Lee Brown (right) as Christopher. The two have a 

discussion about racial prejudice in America while Horton is stopping 

through in a Southern diner. 
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The Variety reviewer expressed concern that the general first-run crowds were 

going to be turned off by the film’s portrayal of race relations; he assumed a large chunk 

of the box-office receipts were going to come from “sexploitation houses and drive-

ins.”33  He reasoned, “Stress on sex…is undoubtedly meant to titillate, as are the 

occasional recourses to strong language. Latter is acceptable because it is natural to the 

situation, but the sex discussions are repetitive and poorly handled.”34 In discussing his 

experiences while passing for black, Griffin reported that one of the stranger recurrences 

was how focused white men were on his sexual experiences, particularly with regards to 

relationships with white women.35 Crowther wonders whether the repetitious nature of 

variations on this episode in the film was “…a deliberate sensation-seeking trick.”36 

These encounters certainly became a focus of the more exploitative campaigns for Black 

Like Me, but the later popularity of films dealing with issues of miscegenation calls in to 

question the degree to which the sex life of black Americans was a (sub)conscious 

obsession of the white American psyche. Nathan Hare, the Howard University sociology 

professor quoted in the epigraph to this chapter, argued that white fears of black sexuality 

manifested themselves in forms of cultural, political, legal, and social castration. White 

critics finding the intrusive sexual questions so alarming were clearly unaware of a 

common experience shared by black men in America. For white audiences willing to 

believe Griffin’s experiences, many disturbing lessons about race-relations in American 

could be learned.  
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Figure 4.4: Primary poster used for Black Like Me promotion. Three of the six panels 

allude to miscegenation. 

 

 Audiences that did manage to see the film reported enjoying it. A few articles 

from Boxoffice cite instances of Black Like Me being extended at independent theatrical 

venues in Detroit and Connecticut.37 Producer Tannenbaum told Variety that the film had 

taken in close to a million dollars in domestic rentals by February 1965. Tannenbaum 

also explained that he had been experiencing a fair amount of pushback from owners of 

desegregated “regular theatres.”38 They expressed concerns that if they screened Black 

Like Me, “Negro patrons might get in the habit of attending their theatres.”39 This forced 

booking into “mixed” neighborhoods where the film did very solid business.40 As was the 

case with The Intruder (Corman, 1962), distributors found audiences for black-themed 



 230 

films in unexpected places. These discoveries only happened after they stopped chasing 

white and arthouse crowds. This evidence suggests that there might have been a large 

base of unrealized support for black-themed films that was either black or lower-class or 

both. Gone Are the Days! never tested these audiences, and the distributor’s failure to do 

so could very well have accounted for that film’s commercial failure. The South 

continued to be a problem through other methods of interference with the circulation of 

black-themed American films.  

There were several documented attempts to sabotage the exhibition of Black Like 

Me in the South. The Virginia Censor Board demanded extensive cuts to the film which 

Tannenbaum refused to permit. Tannenbaum responded to the demands by hiring a 

lawyer, Ephraim London, who effectively secured a state license for the film in 

Virginia.41 Dallas media outlets (television stations and newspapers) refused to run 

advertisements for Black Like Me. Tannenbaum was surprised at how resistant 

Washington D.C. exhibitors were to the film.42 The Miami chief of police, Walter 

Headley, tried unsuccessfully to get the film legally withdrawn from local theaters. He 

opined, “There is nothing entertaining or educational in [Black Like Me]; it contains 

vulgar language, and in no way indicates the true relations existing between white and 

Negroes in this community.”43 Headley’s motivations were more than a little suspect as 

he admitted to not having ever seen the film. While his official attempts proved 

unsuccessful, pressure from racist groups led theaters to cut the Florida run short. In other 

areas of the country, critics who believed Black Like Me demonstrated an honest effort to 

deal with America’s race-relations problem received the film more amicably.   
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 The claim that the film distorted racial representations was contested in other 

responses to Black Like Me. Philip K. Schuer of the Los Angeles Times described the film 

as “the most quietly eloquent” attempt to represent “the plight of the Negro in a white 

society.”44 He urged white audiences to see the film because of its accurate portrayal of 

American racism. The author of an Ebony piece on the film vouched for Black Like Me’s 

authenticity. In recounting one of the episodes, the reviewer explained, “[Horton] lives in 

the town for a while, leading the life of an ordinary Negro; exploited by shopkeepers, 

accused of stealing, barred from public places and stalked by trouble-making whites.”45 

He also celebrated the depiction of the black communities: “And it shows, too, the Negro 

world of kindness, generosity and sorrow – a world often kept secret from whites.”46 

Perhaps most importantly/threateningly for its contemporary audience, the film presented 

all of this through the point of view of a white man. 

 The melodramatic moments for which the film has been criticized are deliberately 

included to emphasize the complete mental deterioration of John as he learns what it is 

like to be black. It also highlights, through juxtaposition with Whitmore’s acting, several 

incredible performances from some of the leading black theatrical talent at the time - a 

cast that included Al Freeman Jr., Roscoe Lee Browne, Billie Allen, and P.J. Sidney. 

Everywhere John goes, he is met with friendship, generosity and comradery from 

members of the black community. These interactions provide the only counters to the 

dehumanizing hatred and violent gazes of a very thoroughly represented, yet never 

grotesquely stereotyped, white community.  
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Near the end of the film, John has an altercation with an elderly white, female 

cashier at a bus station who initially refuses to change a ten-dollar bill. John finds himself 

enraged, lonely, and more than ready to end his journey. Sitting on a station bench, he 

meets a warm, kind black man, Frank Newcomb (P.J. Sidney) who helps to calm his 

anger. Frank invites John to stay with him in his humble apartment for a few days. John 

takes the opportunity to interview recently arrested peaceful black protestors, including 

Frank’s son, Tom (Al Freeman, Jr). Tom has been arrested twice for integration protests, 

including one in which the police set dogs upon the assembled group of children, women, 

and men. Tom expresses a distrust of John’s decision to report on the integration 

incidents. He accuses John and his reader base of liking to read about racism and the 

brutality of southern whites as long as they do not actually have to confront those 

experiences as a lived reality. 

The climactic scene of the film occurs when John reveals to Tom that he is 

actually white. The ensuing encounter allows space for a nuanced generational discussion 

of the civil rights struggle and, simultaneously, a critique of white liberalism to take place 

in the Newcomb household. Tom is angered about John’s revelation because of what it 

represents: John ‘knows’ what it is like to be black and hopes his readers will begin to 

understand the dehumanizing effects of racial injustice. Audiences will take John’s ten-

week experience seriously because, and only because, he is white. Tom argues that if one 

white man from each county was willing to risk his life for justice, change would come 

quickly. The risk that black protestors take cannot be communicated through words. 

Frank is more understanding, seeing some value in John’s journalistic efforts. He 
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intercedes in the argument in an effort to translate Tom’s anger, reminding John, “You 

wipe that blackness off, they’ll treat you like a man. We black in a white man’s country. 

There ain’t nothing we can do about it. If you don’t understand that, you don’t understand 

nothing.”47 This was the main message of Black Like Me; a disconcerting portion of 

white America was unable or unwilling to understand fully the forms and consequences 

of racism in the United States.  

 The two independent race-themed films that followed Black Like Me also 

explored what it meant to be black in a white man’s country. Because of their starkly 

realistic and somber portraits of American race relations, these films may have quietly 

failed if they were not first given praise and recognition at their European film festival 

debuts. The fledgling distribution company, Cinema V, picked up both. The first of these 

films to be released, One Potato, Two Potato was one of the earliest American films to 

look closely at the dynamics of a fictional, interracial marriage between a white woman 

and a black man.  

ONE POTATO, TWO POTATO: AMERICAN RESISTANCE TO BLACK AND WHITE 

MARRIAGE 

 Larry Peerce and Sam Weston got the idea for One Potato, Two Potato from a 

news report they saw on a divorce custody case in 1962. The pair had done some TV 

work together and resolved to make a movie on the subject of miscegenation. They 

forewarned investors about the commercial risks that would undoubtedly be part of the 

project.48 With the help of Peerce’s parents (the accomplished opera/Broadway tenor, Jan 

Peerce, and the talent agent, Alice Peerce), they were able to raise an impressive 
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$250,000 over the course of eight months. Investments ranged from $500 to $30,000 and, 

like the financing arrangements for Raisin and Cool World, promised to return a relative 

percentage of any net profits. The pair recruited experienced but relatively unknown 

talent. Peerce was slated to make his directorial debut with a screenplay from TV 

veterans Raphael Hayes and Orville H. Hampton.49 

 Weston chose Painesville, Ohio, for the location of the film. He had grown up in 

the Cleveland area and believed it fit well with the screenplay’s description of the setting: 

“A town with an old-fashioned court house, civil war statue, park in the center, small 

hotel on the main street, and a large factory.”50 Filming in the Midwest simultaneously 

offered more protection for the crew and suggested a more universal indictment of 

American racism that expanded beyond the South. The shoot began in August 1963 and 

lasted 34 days.51 The final product had much in common with films already discussed, 

including problems getting distribution, popularity overseas, and a frequently commented 

upon neorealist aesthetic. 

One Potato, Two Potato centers on the romantic relationship between a white 

woman, Julie Cullen (Barbara Barrie), and a black man, Frank Richards (Bernie 

Hamilton). Julie’s first husband had abandoned her and their child, Ellen Mary (Marti 

Mericka), four years prior to the beginning of the story. Frank and Julie, who work in the 

same office, develop feelings for one another and decide to get married. Their 

relationship is subjected to the racist responses of various townspeople. For example, a 

police officer who sees them in a park at night immediately assumes that Frank is 

sexually assaulting Julie. Julie’s friends silently disappear from her life. The two marry 
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and move into the country with Frank’s parents, William (Robert Earl Jones) and Martha 

(Vinnette Carroll). The father, at first, is reluctant to accept Julie because of all the pain 

and suffering white people have caused him and his loved ones. However, once the 

newlyweds give birth to a son, the family becomes a tight-knit group. Their happiness is 

disturbed when Julie’s first husband, Joe (Richard Mulligan), returns. He becomes 

enraged when he discovers that she has remarried and much more violent when he 

discovers to whom.  

Despite having shown no interest in his daughter prior to this point, Joe decides to 

sue for custody. When Julie visits him in an effort to get him to drop his legal action, he 

sexually assaults her. She manages to avoid the attempted rape but not before a racist 

harangue from Joe explains the ways in which his white masculinity has been severely 

offended through her union with Frank. Frank, upon hearing about what Julie went 

through, finds himself depressed at his helplessness as a black man in a white society. He 

is unable to defend his wife, and the couple are in serious danger of losing their child to 

Ellen Mary’s (Marti Mericka) immature and irresponsible biological father because of 

Frank’s skin color. His parents warn him that if he takes any action, he will jeopardize the 

ongoing custody case. He shouts in anger, “I promised to honor and protect, but I can’t! 

They won’t let me be a man!”52 One Potato, Two Potato offers another unique 

perspective on black masculinity in 1960s America. 

The critique of a white American patriarchy continues as Frank leaves the house 

in an attempt to clear his head. He visits a park where he and Julie had shared a playful, 

tender moment during their initial courtship. His reminiscence of this interaction is 
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interrupted when he reaches the center of the park. He stands there in silence with eyes 

upturned, contemplating the presence of a Civil War monument dedicated to the county’s 

Union soldiers. A static long shot lingers on Frank as he walks away from the statue 

despondently. Next, in a very well-constructed and emotionally explosive scene, Frank 

finds himself at a drive-in movie theater watching a western. Onscreen, Native American 

warriors are attacking a U.S. frontier fort. The camera rests on Frank as he slowly breaks 

down into tears while the sounds of the western’s battle scene continue on. He screams at 

the screen, “Kill him! Kill that white bastard! Kill him!” as a Native American attacks 

one of the settlers. Shortly thereafter, the judge delivers the custody verdict in favor of 

Joe despite the judiciary investigation that found the Richards’ home a healthy 

environment for Ellen Mary. Julie suffers a breakdown on the courthouse steps. As Frank 

lifts her in a consoling embrace, the towering courthouse dome looms symbolically 

behind the couple in an exaggerated low-angle shot. One Potato, Two Potato ends on a 

dour note, as a crying Ellen Mary looks desperately back towards her mother while being 

driven away in a cab with Joe.  

 

Figure 4.5: Contemplatively walking away from the Civil War Monument 
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Figures 4.6-4.8: Frank at the drive-in cheering on the Native American attacking the 

white settler 
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Figure 4.9: Legally enforced racism separates the family. 

 

 

Figure 4.10: Ellen Mary torn from her family. 
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 Weston and Peerce were unable to find a distributor to handle One Potato, Two 

Potato. Weston told Bob Thomas of the Washington Post, Times Herald that 

“Distributors liked the picture, but they didn’t know what to do with it. If it had starred 

Leslie Caron with Jack Clayton as director, they would have bought it. But we had never 

made a film before. And they were worried about losing the Southern market.”53 The 

reaction of domestic distributors to other black-themed films from this time suggests that 

the lack of interest in One Potato had much more to do with the film’s exposure of 

American racism than the experience of the talent involved in the project. Peerce was a 

little more direct in positing this theory, telling the Boxoffice reporter that “…none of the 

major companies wanted to release it because of the picture’s inter-racial marriage 

theme.”54 After some time, an agent representing Weston was able to secure a deal with 

the English arthouse distributor, British Lion. The same company that had taken a chance 

on John Cassavetes’s Shadows, an independent drama on race relations in New York, 

recommended entering the film into European festivals.55  

Peerce took the advice offered from the British Lion representative and sent a 

print of One Potato to the Hollywood selection committee responsible for choosing U.S. 

entries for the Cannes Film Festival. The committee consisted of three individuals: Allen 

Rivkin, president of the Screen Writers’ Guild; Fred Zinnemann, director of High Noon 

(1952), From Here to Eternity (1953), and Oklahoma! (1955); and George Stevens, Jr., 

head of the U.S. Information Agency’s film and television division and son of director 

George Stevens. Peerce’s wife hand-delivered a print to the Los Angeles-based 
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committee and waited around to have it returned. After a few hours had elapsed, she 

asked one of the employees at the office when the committee would be finished. She was 

told that the screening had been shut down around the thirty-minute mark.56 Peerce noted 

that this was the point in the film “…when its theme becomes clear, in the scene in which 

the Negro gently kisses the woman in the car, the marriage proposal scene.”57 He 

inquired about the committee’s reaction to the film and was told that they believed it 

dealt with an endemically American problem that European audiences would neither 

understand nor appreciate. It seems most likely that they were instructed to nominate a 

film that presented a positive image of America or avoided politics altogether. The 

official U.S. entry to the 1964 Cannes Film Festival that year was the George Roy Hill-

directed comedy, The World of Henry Orient. 

 Disappointed but undeterred, Peerce set off for Europe hoping to get One Potato, 

Two Potato accepted into the Berlin Film Festival. While in Paris, he screened his work 

for a group of French critics and American correspondents. Those who saw it were 

impressed and contacted Robert Favre Le Bret, the founder/director of the Cannes 

festival. Favre Le Bret felt strongly enough about the film to enter it into competition at 

the last minute. It was a huge success, earning a raucous ovation after its premiere. The 

Los Angeles Times reported, “Not since ‘Marty’ walked off with best-picture honors in 

1955 has a low budget American film hit with such impact in the international festival, 

which this year attracted 51 films from 25 countries.”58 The film garnered even more 

attention when Barbara Barrie was announced as the co-winner of the Best Actress award 
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alongside Anne Bancroft for her performance in The Pumpkin Eater (Jack Clayton, 

1964).  

Festival organizers and participants responded to the film’s success with 

complaints and questions about the Hollywood committee’s selection process. They 

noted that independent and politically incisive films were rarely, if ever, exported for the 

annual European competitions. Also called into question was Hollywood’s general 

aversion to/censorship of race material. The Variety coverage of the festival asked, 

“Why, for example, did the Motion Picture Export Assn. and the Hollywood selectors 

apparently feel that the independent, small budget feature film made in Ohio, ‘One 

Potato, Two Potato,’ would poorly represent the American industry, or embarrass 

American prestige?” As a follow-up, it added, “Moreover, people here speak of the 

Hollywood craft unions’ bigotry against Negro workers.”59 Evidently, European 

audiences understood America’s race problem much more than the committee had 

assumed it might. 

Moskowitz, the Variety reviewer who had aided Shirley Clarke and demonstrated 

sustained support for independent films dealing with race issues throughout the 1960s, 

gave a favorable report of One Potato, Two Potato from the festival. He believed its 

humanistic focus on miscegenation avoided exploitation and was “faultlessly handled.”60 

He praised the acting, direction, production, music, and cinematography. Speculating on 

the commercial prospects of the film, he predicted it would do well internationally and in 

the American arthouse scene, with potential to succeed in a general release. Moskowitz 

also thought the timeliness of the film would help it find a wider audience, noting, “At a 
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time when civil rights battles are almost daily affairs, this has an additional selling 

point.”61 The echoes of this type of immediate response to One Potato, Two Potato 

caught the attention of a recently formed American distribution company which 

executives believed similarly to Moskowitz about the film’s commercial viability. 

Donald Rugoff, representing Cinema V, promptly made a deal with British Lion, Weston, 

and Peerce to acquire the American distribution rights of the film.  

 The executive vice president of Cinema V, Carl Peppercorn, revealed that the 

company made a $200,000 investment in One Potato, Two Potato as the first venture of 

the newly formed distribution company. This amount included the purchase of the North 

American distribution rights from British Lion as well as the advertising and promotional 

campaign and production of prints for exhibition. Peppercorn and Rugoff recruited Nat 

Weiss and Jack Brodsky, who had previously worked in advertising for 20th Century-Fox, 

to join their in-house employees, Herb Jaffey and Renee Furst, in planning the roll out of 

the film. The team benefitted greatly from the free publicity that had come out of Cannes 

regarding the film’s circuitous route in being accepted into competition. The posters and 

ads mentioned the roaring ovation the film received at the festival and cited the praise 

heaped upon the actors from the critics at Cannes. The promotional campaign, somewhat 

surprisingly, avoided leaning too heavily on the miscegenation theme. If it was alluded to 

at all, it was, albeit dramatically, couched as a seriously considered and timely social 

issue. This was an acknowledged part of the company’s strategy for handling the initial 

run of the film that “…eschewed the hardsell approach to the pic…in favor of a class 

buildup” in New York.62 If it proved to be a hit with the New York critics who 



 243 

demonstrated a preference for films they deemed socially significant, Cinema V would 

have an easier time booking it in first-run theaters across the country; the exploitation 

campaign could follow later. The U.S. premiere was scheduled for July 29, 1964, at the 

new Embassy Theatre in Times Square, the Murray Hill theater on the east side, and 

several theaters in Westchester and Nassau Counties.63 The handling of the film after 

New York was adjusted in accordance with the premiere reception and reviews.    

 

        

Figure 4.11: Posters from the promotional campaign for One Potato, Two Potato. 

 

 The New York arthouse crowd showed a high level of interest in One Potato, Two 

Potato. Peppercorn and Rugoff green-lit a national, tiered release. The Boxoffice booking 

guide informed exhibitors that the film was “An honest, revealing look at one of today’s 

problems, miscegenation in a Midwest community…which pulls no punches. This is an 
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example of the best of independently made fare with an idea, realistically filmed in Ohio 

locations and well-acted.”64 Neither Peppercorn nor the Boxoffice advisor were sure of 

the film’s prospects in the South, but, Peppercorn, for his part, was not too concerned, 

making an initial prediction that the film would gross around $500,000. Cinema V did 

prepare for potential confrontations in that region, contractually forbidding exhibitors 

from making any cuts to the film.65  

One Potato, Two Potato proceeded to open across the country in Los Angeles, 

Denver, Washington D.C., St. Louis, Milwaukee, and Cleveland. Nine weeks after the 

domestic premiere, Peppercorn proudly reported that the film had exceeded his initial 

forecast, having grossed upwards of $1,000,000. It had been held over in many of the 

cities due to its popularity. On Saturday, September 19, 1964, it had the highest grossing 

day of its New York run, taking in close to $4,000 at the Embassy theater alone.66 It was 

the most successful film to show in Denver during its opening week in that city.67 In the 

third week of its Cleveland, Ohio, run it accounted for a third of the city’s total boxoffice 

receipts.68 Regarding the South, Peppercorn explained, “…it has been extensively booked 

in drive-ins in Texas and Oklahoma and in other southwest areas, but has had fewer dates 

in Virginia and southeast areas.”69 Cinema V’s investment was paying off well. 

Reinvigorated by the success of One Potato, Cinema V reopened The Cool World 

in New York at the Forum theatre October 23 and continued to work on distribution for 

its other acquisitions, The Soft Skin (François Truffaut, 1964) and The Hours of Love 

(Luciano Salce, 1963). In September, One Potato opened in several other major cities, 

including Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, Detroit, and San Francisco. Reviewers tended 
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to agree that, in general, the film was a rare and important accomplishment, and they 

found a wide variety of different aspects of the film to comment upon.70 Region and 

venue-specific observations offer some interesting insights into the ways different 

audiences were making sense of the film and how these audiences were responding to 

broader changes in the cinematic landscape. 

 Critics focused on a diverse range of issues when it came to an evaluation of One 

Potato, Two Potato that included the production quality, acting talent, thematic topicality, 

narrative plausibility, and its status as an independent film. A.H. Weiler authored two 

pieces for the New York Times that were printed within a few days of one another. He 

praised the film for its honest, non-sensational treatment of the “…cancerous injustices 

stemming from an interracial marriage.”71 Weiler was struck with the documentary-

quality of nearly every aspect of the film, remarking positively on the authenticity of the 

performances and the realism of the camerawork.72 His major criticisms of the film were 

about the screenplay and the scripted behaviors of an embittered white man and a 

systemically racist justice system.  

Weiler found it completely implausible that Joe, Julie’s first husband, returned 

from South America and decided he wanted to take custody away from Julie and Frank. 

The critic was unconvinced that Joe’s desire to do so could be motivated by his 

resentment of Julie for rejecting his sexual advances, choosing to be with a black man 

instead. The film provides ample evidence that Joe wants to hurt both of them and disrupt 

their life together and, as a bigoted white man in 1960s America, he had the liberty and 

support to do so. Weiler also had trouble believing that a judge would award Joe custody 



 246 

at the end of the film, arguing that “…there remains the disturbing doubts that a judge, 

cleaving to human values as well as the letter of the law, would break up a happy 

home....”73 Again, Weiler seems to have missed the point of the film which is, as the end 

credits explain, based on real-life court cases wherein the arbitrator made a decision that 

he thought was in the best interest of the child. The judge in the film validates his ruling 

by explaining that growing up in a mixed-race household would have detrimental effects 

on the psyche of a child. Weiler concluded that such developments rendered the story 

“…debatable, even impossible to accept.”74 He was not alone in this opinion. The 

reviewer for the Los Angeles Times found the ending “unexpected,” but he praised this as 

a being “...one of the highlights of the controversial film.”75 It is surprising that reviewers 

publishing in major media outlets would be jarred enough by this conclusion to focus so 

intently on it as some surprise twist. Their reaction is indicative of a very real societal 

disconnect that precluded an actual understanding of how black Americans were being 

treated. This disconnect was the focus of other critical reviews for the film.  

 The reviews published in the black Chicago Defender took no issue with the way 

things turned out at the end of One Potato, Two Potato. Louise David Stone even 

predicted that whites may not wholly appreciate the accuracy of the film’s reflection of 

America. She explained, “One line in the movie sums up the racial crisis in America 

today, and I doubt if the producers or audiences realize the significance of this one line. 

‘They won’t let me be a man.’ There it is – right out in the open!! Thank you, Raphael 

Hayes and Orville H. Hampton for a powerful screenplay.”76 Stone strongly encouraged 

readers to go see the film at the city’s Carnegie or Loop Theatre. Another reviewer for 
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the Defender reported that One Potato was “…undoubtedly the ‘meatiest’ film to hit 

Chicago’s Loop in many moons” and observed that local filmgoers were in awe of its 

honesty, sincerity, and good taste.77 Both this reviewer and Bob Thomas of The 

Washington Post, Times Herald called attention to the low-budget nature of the film and 

likened its success story to that of the breakout independent film, David and Lisa.  

Other critics were not as taken with what One Potato was able to do on such a 

small budget. Negative reviews of One Potato tended to focus on the perceived lack of 

“quality” filmmaking. Henry Geldzahler, writing for Vogue magazine, complained, “It 

does not meet the standards of excellence we must demand from our best films in cutting 

and camera work; for it is topical, a film that had to be made now and that makes its point 

very much like a planned and plotted and quickly dated newsreel.”78 At a time when 

Hollywood budgets were swelling to unsustainable levels, this observation could be read 

as demonstrating the ways in which Hollywood dictated to American audiences what a 

‘good’ movie ‘should’ look like. These audiences were more comfortable consuming the 

prestige pictures that featured Sidney Poitier if they were going to watch a film starring a 

black man.   

Geldzahler also took issue with the film’s narrative structure. He found the 

episodic nature of One Potato grating, writing, “The movie is awkward: it breaks down 

into a series of set pieces, self-contained scenes that read almost as arias or musical 

comedy numbers, each with its point to make. The score, with its situation-motifs, 

emphasizes the lack of fluidity.”79 These aspects of the film aligned it with some 

examples of neorealism and Third Cinema. Critical evidence suggests that traditional 
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American film audiences from this period were struggling to appreciate films that 

diverged from Hollywood formulas. The success of the black-themed films in drive-ins, 

rural areas, and more rundown urban theaters is compelling and overlooked. While the 

assumption was that these audiences were drawn in by exploitative marketing campaigns, 

it is also possible that they were simply less indoctrinated by the Hollywood machine and 

that they found in these films protagonists with which they could identify. 

NOTHING BUT A MAN: DIGNITY, DESTRUCTION, AND DEHUMANIZATION 

 The final black-themed film to be released in 1964 had a surprising amount in 

common with One Potato, Two Potato in terms of production, thematic focus, reception, 

and distribution. White filmmakers Michael Roemer and Robert Young conceived a 

collaborative project Nothing But a Man. The two met while enrolled as undergraduate 

students at Harvard University where both were part of a recently founded film society. 

Their experiences prior to the realization of Nothing But a Man provided them with 

critical insights that ultimately enabled them to produce an emotionally resonant and 

politically charged film that is still celebrated today for its achievements in representing 

Southern black life in the early 1960s. It is an important case study of revolutionary, 

black-themed filmmaking in America. 

 Young began his career under the tutelage of Willard Van Dyke,80 a photographer 

and documentarian whose work addressed social issues ranging from the treatment of 

migrant workers to public housing advocacy. Van Dyke’s influence had a strong impact 

on the trajectory of Young’s film career. Young’s early directorial work demonstrates an 
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awareness of the global struggle against colonialism and the ways in which it related to 

racial tensions in the American South. Implementing a neorealist-inspired approach to 

filmmaking, Young employed many of the strategies that now help to define Third 

Cinema as such. By the time production started on Nothing But a Man, Young was a two-

time winner of the Polk Award for Radio and Television Reporting. 

The first project Young conceived of and developed as a director was an 

installment for the NBC documentary series White Paper (1960-1980). He wanted to 

investigate the racial conflicts taking place in the South. Specifically, he aimed to 

produce a piece on the black residents of Fayette County in Tennessee and their ongoing 

struggle to exercise their voting rights for the first time. Young involved himself directly 

with the community, spending time with Fayette County locals who discussed their day-

to-day struggles against racism. He recalled, “They also warned me not to eat in 

restaurants for fear of having arsenic put in my food. I was shepherded around town, 

lying on the floor of a car. It became obvious that there was no way that I could take a 

film crew into that environment without endangering not only them but also the people 

that we filmed.”81 He resolved to focus on the sit-ins as a form of protest. Using footage 

from the local NBC affiliates in Tennessee, Young identified and sought out various civil 

rights activists and protestors who included: Fisk University students John Lewis, 

Bernard Lafayette, Diane Nash, and James Bevel; economist Vivian Henderson; and 

minister C.T. Vivian. They provided him with interviews that explained their Gandhi-

inspired forms of nonviolent civil disobedience as well as their use of economic boycotts 

in their fight for equal rights. The resulting film, Sit-In (1960), offered its viewers 
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insights into the use of nonviolent protest while also exposing the ardent resistance of 

certain white communities in making civil rights concessions.82 

When Young requested to do more journalistic work on the race conflicts in the 

South, NBC informed him that it had already met its quota for such material. Undeterred, 

he turned his attention towards the Angolan War of Independence taking place in Africa 

between Portuguese soldiers and native rebel factions. He explained:  

I saw this tragedy as an extension of worldwide racism and economic exploitation 

and related it to what was happening in the United States. I thought that if I 

couldn’t report what was taking place in the American South, perhaps I could 

pursue a similar story of the struggle for freedom and social justice in Angola.83  

 

This observation speaks to his commitment for making Third Cinema features and 

recognizing a connection between Angolan rebels and the oppression of black 

Americans. Young again snuck behind enemy lines, this time joining a band of rebels for 

a four-hundred-mile trek. Together with the black American cinematographer Charles 

Dorkin, Young recorded the exploited Angolans’ relationship with their violently abusive 

colonizers. The white Portuguese were circulating stories that blamed the ‘barbaric’ black 

rebels for the insurrection, accusing them of having ruthlessly slaughtered white 

plantation owners. The Angolan refugees, fleeing to the newly independent Republic of 

the Congo, reported the Portuguese colonial powers were inhumanely abusing them. 

Young’s documentary gave the oppressed an opportunity to circulate globally their 

version of their struggle.84 It also showed how surprised the white settlers were that 

country’s black population believed they should be treated equally. The finished product, 
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Angola: Journey to War (1961), won Young his second consecutive Polk award and 

secured him a good deal of freedom in selecting his next project.85  

Young recruited his college friend, Roemer, to aid him with his next venture.  

Roemer had been making educational films under the employ of Louis de Rochemont, 

one of the main forces behind the pioneering American newsreel film series The March 

of Time (1935-1951).86 Inspired by the work of the Italian activist Danilo Dolci, Young 

travelled with Roemer and a film crew to Sicily. He warned his boss at NBC that the 

documentary he intended to make would be “situational and experiential” and “would 

allow the audience more freedom to discover for themselves the meaning of what they 

were seeing, rather than depending on the authoritative voice of a narrator.”87 Building on 

Dolci’s advocacy work with the poor, Roemer and Young interviewed segments of 

Italy’s lower class about their relationship to various regional authorities, including the 

Catholic church, the mafia, and the local and national governments. They spent a month 

filming in the slum known as the “Well of Death” which Dolci had written about in his 

Report for Palmero (1959). They returned home and spent a strenuous month editing the 

footage and arguing with the NBC producer about the film’s structure.88  

The producers were very uncomfortable with the project Roemer and Young were 

working on because of its experimental format and controversial subject matter. Judith E. 

Smith, in describing the film, observed that the directorial duo “…experimented with 

neorealist technique within the documentary form, innovatively using images and sound 

to knit together a series of sequences exploring how daily struggle with scarcity shaped 

relationships between men and women, parents and children, men and local political 
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authority.”89 The pair strove to create an indeterminacy that would provoke the audience 

into a more critical and independent engagement with the material, much to the 

displeasure of the NBC higher-ups. Three days prior to the scheduled broadcast, the 

company authorities seized the nearly finished film, The Inferno aka Cortile Cascino 

(1962), and Roemer and Young were fired from NBC. The directors were told that it was 

too powerful a film and unfit for American broadcast. They believed that it was shelved 

because it was viewed as supporting Italian strains of communism. Devastated, 

unemployed, and blacklisted from the New York television industry, Roemer and Young 

decided to collaborate on an independent project that would channel their passion, 

frustration, and commitment to social change.90  

Young and Roemer began work on their next film by raising $15,000 from friends 

and family. They used the funds to head south and further develop contacts and explore 

relationships that Young had made while filming Sit-In. Their research-driven road trip 

took them to various cities and towns on a route from Columbus, South Carolina, to New 

Orleans. Along the way, they interviewed black families and communities about social 

injustice, American racism, and the uphill battle for equal rights. They spent time with 

members of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) at a convention in 

Atlanta where they heard Martin Luther King, Jr., speak and met with his father, 

Reverend Wyatt Tee Walker. Leaders of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and the 

Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) offered up valuable perspectives 

on the freedom struggle in the South.91 Having grown up a Jewish child in Germany who 

spent World War II at an English boarding school, Roemer drew many parallels between 
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the reported mob mentality of racist white Americans and his lifelong experiences with 

antisemitism. He grafted what he had learned from the stories and experiences of black 

Americans, specifically those of James Bevel and Diane Nash, onto the skeletal structure 

of a screenplay he had written two years earlier about a young, white couple and the 

man’s alcoholic father. The result was the first draft of the script for Nothing But a 

Man.92 

With Roemer’s screenplay in hand, Young began to seek funding for the film. 

The head of United Artists, who thought the script was great, rhetorically queried, “Who 

is going to see a film about black people and by a first-time director?”93 United Artists 

and all the major American studios passed on the project. Selling prospective percentages 

of the film’s net profits, Young and Roemer were able to cull together $160,000 from a 

group of around forty investors. They each contributed an additional $20,000 of loan 

money they borrowed, maintaining an evenly split 24% of the producers’ share.94 Charles 

Gordone, cofounder of the Committee for Employment of Negro Performers and an 

important figure in New York’s black theater scene, helped them cast the film. All of the 

contextual exteriors were taken from footage Roemer and Young shot while researching 

the film in the South. Young, very aware of the potential danger in trying to shoot the 

picture in Birmingham, Alabama, where the story was actually set, decided to shoot the 

majority of the film in various black neighborhoods of Cape May and Atlantic City, New 

Jersey.95  

Roemer was assigned the role of director and Young took up cinematographer 

duties. They both agreed that Nothing But a Man should actively channel the approach 
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and philosophy of their last film. Young retrospectively described the aesthetic in the 

following way:  

In taking the audience into situations and allowing them to have their own 

insights and feelings, rather than making straightforward declarative statements, 

our film bears a strong resemblance to the Italian neorealist films that influenced 

me when I was a young filmmaker…our focus is on the dispossessed, the 

marginal, those struggling to maintain their lives in the face of poverty and 

oppression. In doing so, we tried to orchestrate the facts: not indicating, not 

telling, not playing results, using indirection and peripheral vision, trusting the 

audience, and staying in the moment.96  

 

To produce this effect, he relied on a handheld camera that he often brought right into the 

middle of a scene. He very consciously wanted to capture the detail of expression in 

black faces which, heretofore, had been largely disregarded by Hollywood filmmakers. 

Scenes were underlit and high-contrast photographic techniques were used to give the 

film a documentary-like feel. The sound department, headed by coproducer Robert 

Rubin, employed the use of personal microphones to capture dialogue which was a 

relatively novel approach to recording actors in narrative fiction filmmaking.97 The 

Bressonian dedication to a realistic soundscape permeated many parts of the film. For 

example, the jackhammer noise that opens the film was captured while Young filmed a 

railroad section gang in Eastover, South Carolina. The harmonica blues riff that plays 

over the first several minutes of the film was part of a recording of the black musician, 

Wilbur Kirk, that was taken prior to Kirk’s white landlord forcibly evicting Young and 

Roemer from his porch for socially ‘mixing’ in public.98 The diegetic soundtrack featured 

songs from burgeoning stars of the recently founded Motown Record label.99 The 
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contributions from black artists and technicians are evident in the film’s much remarked 

upon authenticity.  

The actors in particular added a significant level of depth to the film. Although 

Roemer admittedly clashed intensely with his cast, Ivan Dixon described the director’s 

style as promoting realism and naturalistic behavior. The cast members were encouraged 

to bring their own experiences and outlooks into their roles in order to bolster the 

authenticity of the picture and lend further support to its stance against systemic forms of 

oppression; they certainly knew more about being black in America than did the white 

directors. Even so, both Roemer and Young later confessed that they regretted the control 

they maintained over the film, admitting, “We went as far as we thought we could take a 

white audience at the time and still not lose them.”100 As with many other black-themed 

filmmaking efforts from the time, the white audience was a specter looming over 

concerns about eventual film distribution and influencing decisions made in production. 

Potential investors turned away when approached for financial assistance of a black-

themed film, resulting in the film almost not being finished. 

Young’s brother provided crucial postproduction support for Nothing But a Man 

in the form of a print developed at the Young family-owned DuArt film processing lab. 

In an attempt to raise money for exhibition, distribution, and advertising materials, 

Young and Roemer organized a screening for a mostly white audience. Much to the 

chagrin of the producers, the assembled audience found the story too depressing, and 

nobody came forward with investment offers. They then contacted the American 

committee in charge of selecting U.S. entries to European festivals whose representative 
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told them to check back in two months. When Roemer and Young contacted the 

committee again after the prescribed time had passed, they were told that Robert 

Rossen’s Lilith (1964), starring Warren Beatty and Jean Seberg, had already been 

submitted to the Venice Film Festival. The pair decided to send a print directly to the 

Venice committee anyway. The festival director, Luigi Chiarini, was very impressed with 

Nothing But a Man and chose it as one of his three personally selected, automatic entries 

into the competition. Chiarini reportedly told the Italian press that the low-budget, 

independent film was far superior to the official U.S. entry. This perceived slight enraged 

the U.S Information Agency and the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA), 

who officially withdrew Lilith and their official national participation from the festival 

just days before it began.101  

 The Venice premiere of Nothing But a Man was a success. The audience gave the 

film a loud ovation, and it took home two awards – the City of Venice Prize and the Prize 

of San Giorgio for being “considered especially important for the progress of 

civilization.”102 Moskowitz reviewed the film favorably in Variety, praising it for its 

humanism, realism, and timeliness. He expressed concern about its commercial viability 

in the South, but he believed that word-of-mouth and critical praise could help it recoup 

its relatively meager budget. A few weeks later, Nothing But a Man was shown at the 

second New York Film Festival at Lincoln Center. Lester Roberts, covering the festival 

for Back Stage, gave the film a glowing write-up. He praised it as one of only two 

standout films in the festival’s programming slate that year. Lester also lamented the fact 

that, “Ironically, [Nothing But a Man] went into the festival without a distributor, while 
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many lesser entries will soon be unleashed on the New York filmgoing public.”103 The 

New York Times coverage of the festival took the opportunity to exploit the awkwardness 

of the Venice situation and compare Nothing But a Man with Lilith. It declared that the 

former was “the more warmly received and the better picture.”104 The reviewer also 

likened it to One Potato, Two Potato “as an off-beat venture which this country can by 

proud.”105 The fact that the film was still without distribution was also mentioned, but it 

would not take long for this change. 

 Cinema V jumped at the opportunity to pick up Nothing But a Man following its 

film festival successes. A front-page article in the October 7, 1964, issue of Variety titled, 

“Negro-Theme Pix Return to Vigor at U.S. Boxoffice” announced, “Racially themed pix, 

which have recently taken a backseat (boxoffice-wise), look to be taking on first-class 

status as money earners. They were so regarded once before when Hollywood first 

touched theme (‘Pinky’ etc.).”106 It went on to detail the enthusiastic reception and 

impressive boxoffice take of One Potato, Two Potato, adding that there are similarly high 

hopes now for Nothing But a Man. Cinema V completed a deal for the North American 

distribution of the Roemer and Young film, earning them a reputation as the CORE 

(misidentified as “company of racial equity”) of the film industry.107 Three of the six 

pictures they had acquired by November of that year were black-themed films. The other 

three were foreign films. The re-release of The Cool World was doing much better with 

its semi-exploitation campaign and stationing at the Forum Theater on Broadway. While 

Roemer and Young were certainly relieved to have a distribution deal, they were not 
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impressed with what they thought was the clumsy mishandling of their first narrative 

feature.  

 Nothing But a Man began its theatrical run on Christmas Eve at the Sutton theater 

in New York City. Young remembered, “Mike Roemer and I were appalled that it was 

being promoted as an art film. The advertisements used the Greek masks for comedy and 

tragedy rather than photos of the two black actors, Ivan Dixon and Abbey Lincoln…but 

our complaints had no effect.”108 In Young’s opinion, coding Nothing But a Man 

ambiguously as an art film had the effect of deterring a wider audience. The campaign 

targeted predominately liberal, white arthouse regulars. Featuring the stars of the film 

may have at least suggested that the movie was about race and the experience of being 

black in America. Very few, if any, of the marketing materials made any attempt to 

explain what the film was about, and the limited release made no effort to court a black 

audience. Roemer complained that Cinema V “almost buried the fact that Nothing But a 

Man is about African-Americans.”109 The most commonly circulated poster displayed a 

sketch of the couple embracing, with a blurb from the New York Herald Tribune lauding 

Nothing But a Man as “ONE OF THE GREAT AMERICAN MOVIES! You Cannot 

Afford To Miss It.” It also mentioned in small print that the film was a “Double Prize 

Winner” at the Venice Film Festival. Outside of New York and Boston, the primary ad 

that was run in magazines and newspapers used sexually suggestive imagery of a 

disrobing Lincoln in a darkened silhouette that effectively obscured her blackness. 

Cinema V’s strategy appeared to be one of ambiguity first and exploitation second. This 
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suggested that the marketers did not believe the film could be successfully sold as a 

politically-minded, black-themed film.   

 The ad campaign for Nothing But a Man was not the only press-circulated 

material to downplay the race aspects of the film. Judith E. Smith, in her thorough and 

thoughtful analysis of the film’s reception, identifies a recurring trend in the reviews of 

several prominent white critics. She notes that these critics celebrated Nothing But a Man 

more as a universal tale about a young couple in love rather than a social and political 

critique of the effects of racism on human dignity and the family. A good example of this 

can be found in the initial New York Times coverage of the film’s premiere at the New 

York Film Festival. The unidentified reviewer, presumably Crowther,110 wrote:  

On the surface and in the present climate, [Nothing But a Man] might seem a 

drama of race relations in the South, and in a couple of sharp exchanges of the 

hero with arrogant white men, the ugly face of imminent racial conflict 

shows…Even so, the fundamental conflict that is waged in the heart of this man is 

that between his outrage and frustration and his love and loyalty to his wife.111  

 

This response overlooked several important details of the film, the most significant being 

that the root cause of almost all of Duff Anderson’s (Ivan Dixon’s) “outrage and 

frustration” is systemic racism and the pernicious operations it enables. Critics who either 

did not understand or did not care to understand the layering of cultural codes within the 

film ignored much of the collective work put into making the film distinctly relevant to 

black Americans. 

 Nothing But a Man announces itself as a politically-engaged, black-themed film 

almost immediately. The title of the film is taken from a line in the folk ballad, “John 
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Henry.” The very different ways this ballad has been interpreted offers an apt comparison 

to how diverse audiences made sense of Nothing But a Man. Although many versions of 

the song exist, nearly all of them contain only slight variations, if any, on the following 

verse: “John Henry said to his captain, / ‘A man is nothing but a man, / But before I let 

your steam drill beat me down, / I’d die with a hammer in my hand, Lord, Lord, / I’d die 

with a hammer in my hand.’”112 The John Henry that inspired the original ballad was 

believed to be an incarcerated black man serving a ten-year sentence in the Virginia State 

Penitentiary. In the 1870s, Henry was leased out as part of a chain gang to the 

Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad Company. This organization notoriously employed ex-

Confederate soldiers as captains who developed a reputation for working many members 

of their crew to death. The steam drills, which often broke down, released high quantities 

of silicon dust which, when inhaled, led to the development of the fatal lung disease, 

silicosis. The disease was the likely cause of death for Henry and hundreds of others.113 

The ballad attributes Henry’s death to his race against the steam machine; he proves to 

the captain that he is stronger than the machine but, in doing so, exhausts himself to 

death.114   

 The captain and the steam machine are fitting metonyms for Southern racism. It is 

this racism that suffocates Duff as he tries to settle down and start a family. The film 

opens with a white Southern gentleman riding in a locomotive cart overseeing Duff 

working as part of a black railroad section gang. A link is established between Henry and 

Duff through their work hammering on railroads. Duff, like an overwhelming number of 

black men in the 1960s South, cannot find work outside of temporary and transient blue-
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collar jobs. Young explains that this was something he learned while visiting black 

families and communities during pre-production, noting, “We saw very few black men 

with decent jobs or working in positions of authority…The larger white society did not 

want black men in positions of authority. For a son, there would only be menial labor in 

the fields or work as a yard boy.”115 White control of the labor force severely restricted 

the options available to black men, and the government did very little to intervene in this 

blatant and debilitating discrimination.  

In Hare’s essay on black masculinity, he detailed the ways in which systemic 

racism perpetuated class suppression in 1960s America. A major way this was 

accomplished, according to Hare, was through unchecked discriminatory hiring practices. 

In Nothing But a Man, Duff, despite his qualifications, cannot keep a job while also 

defending his dignity as a man.116 Duff reveals to Josie (Abbey Lincoln) during the early 

phases of their courtship that he served in the war and thought about staying in Japan 

because the country as a whole was far less racist than Alabama. When he returned and 

got out of the Army, he spent a few months up north. He tells Josie, “Well, it ain’t that 

good up there neither. Might as well make it here…Anyway, they can’t get to you if you 

keep movin’!”117 Once Duff does stop moving, he finds himself fully immersed in the 

racial dystopia of 1960s Alabama. 

Outside forces mar much of the courtship of Josie and Duff. During a playful 

conversation at night in a parked car, two threatening white men who shine flashlights on 

them and belittle Duff, calling him “boy,” interrupt them. The men only retreat when they 

recognize Josie as the Reverend’s daughter. As Duff puts away a knife he had prepared to 
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use, he comments on the whooping and hollering of the intruders, asking Josie, “They 

don’t sound human, do they?”118 His ultimate predicament is trying to exist as a man in a 

world being run by animalistic sadists who derive pleasure from the assaultive diminution 

of black masculinity. Societal forces have conspired and collaborated to create conditions 

that sustain and maintain this constantly threatening environment. Duff cannot escape his 

situation of powerlessness, and it is due to this claustrophobic binding that his anger is 

forcibly repressed. This scene sets up many of Duff’s responses going forward. His desire 

to protect and provide for Josie becomes an important motivating factor in achieving and 

maintaining a sense of dignity. As if racism was not formidable enough, members of the 

black community and Josie’s own family, who take issue with his class status, challenge 

Duff’s pursuit of dignity. 

The Reverend Dawson (Stanley Greene) and his wife are opposed to Duff dating 

their daughter because of the stigma attached to the lower-class railroad workers. Dawson 

enjoys a middle-class existence in the film, but much of this has been accorded to him as 

a result of compromises he has made with town’s white political figures. The Reverend 

witnessed a lynching eight years prior and kept silent so as not to endanger his position or 

family. He settled into the dual role of preacher and peacekeeper, acting as a liaison 

between the black and white communities. When Duff first meets Josie’s parents, he 

witnesses the Reverend agreeing to quell integration protest activity in town in exchange 

for funding from the mayor to build an all-black school. Duff finds negotiations such as 

these to be cowardly concessions. Although he has used his itinerant lifestyle to avoid 

confrontations, his decision to settle down with Josie leads to the activation of his 
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development into a resilient proto-Black Power figure. Duff refuses to back down from 

Josie’s father’s criticisms, at one point erupting, “Well, at least she ain’t married to no 

white man’s nigger! You been stoopin’ so long, Reverend, you don’t even know how to 

stand straight no more. You’ just half a man!” 119 Duff’s inability to find work at this 

point in the film is due to his unwillingness to compromise his strengthening racial 

consciousness. He has been blacklisted and labeled as a troublemaker for encouraging 

factory coworkers to stand up for themselves and refuse to accept unfair wages. As his 

criticisms of Josie’s father make clear, Duff perceives social acceptance and financial 

security as empty achievements if one has to play a white man’s game in order to live 

comfortably.  

Duff’s ideological clashes with Josie’s father have a parallel narrative 

development in his relationship with his own biological father, Will Anderson (Julius 

Harris). Will is a completely broken and bitter man. His always drunken interactions with 

Duff slowly reveal that his experiences with racism have drained him of his desire to live. 

When Duff visits him and informs him that he plans to get married, Will advises his son 

to forget about his fiancée. He tells him that without money he will just be continually 

robbed of his dignity by white society. Duff finds out his parents separated because his 

mother was sexually taken advantage of by her white employer. Will has struggled with 

unemployment and has found himself completely dependent on the financial and 

emotional support of a generous partner, Lee (Gloria Foster). He eventually succumbs to 

his ailing health. Duff, when asked to say a few words at his father’s funeral, finds he 

knew very little about the man, unsure of his age, his family, and even where he was 
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born. This loss and his temporary abandonment of Josie have made him realize how 

much he needs her and a family to support him in his battles to maintain his dignity as a 

black man. He decides to stop running. When Lee asks him what he plans to do, he 

responds, “I guess I’ll make me some trouble in town.” She warns that “They’ll run you 

out.”120 He confidently disagrees, knowing that, with Josie at his side, he can sustain a 

fight against the racist forces that try to dehumanize him. He picks up his own son, whom 

he had abandoned for years, and returns home to his pregnant wife.  

Exactly what kind of trouble Duff has in mind is left unexplored. Roemer and 

Young may have purposefully rendered his meaning ambiguous as part of their admitted 

pandering to white audiences. But a consideration of this bit of dialogue does help to 

illustrate the polyvalences of Nothing But a Man specifically and Third Cinema and 

black-themed films more generally. Michael T. Martin proposes, “Another aspect of 

Duff’s statement about going back to town with the intention of making some trouble 

corresponds to a key feature of Third Cinema, which implicates the audience to consider 

their own outcome for his return.”121 Former Director of the Schomburg Center for 

Research in Black Culture, Khalil Muhammad, offers the following compelling analysis 

of Duff’s decision to return to Josie:  

When Duff says that to Lee, followed later in the final scene with the family 

coming together, the reconciliation of the family is complete, implying that family 

can triumph over any adversity…a reconstituted black family with a strong black 

man with a pregnant wife who will in the politics of that moment produce a 

freedom fighter, and the reproductive politics of black nationalism also supposes 

that Duff’s child born to an intact family is itself the ultimate countermeasure to 

white supremacy. Starting with slavery, the destruction of the black family 

becomes the precondition for the dehumanization of the people. So, the 
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reconstitution of the black family then becomes a site for liberation in and of 

itself.122  

 

In this interpretation of the concluding sequence of the film, it becomes noteworthy that 

Duff tells Lee he will pick cotton if he has to in order to survive and support his family. 

Earlier Duff had expressed a refusal to take on this specific form of dehumanizing labor 

as it too closely corresponded with the forced abuses of plantation slave economies.123 He 

is now willing to do whatever it takes to survive, to set an example, and to leave behind a 

meaningful legacy of having always defended his dignity; resiliency and adaptability are 

directly linked to resistance and revolution. John Henry’s determination in proving he 

could best the steam machine made him into an iconic folk hero enshrined in 

generationally-transmitted protest songs and stories. Henry’s rebellion against his 

oppressors finds a corollary in Duff’s epiphanic estimation of his own revolutionary acts 

and his commitment to a greater cause and a better future for his family.   

Without historical context or with a certain agenda, bias, or racial-ethnic 

positionality, one might argue that “The Ballad of John Henry” was simply a ballad about 

a strong man who happened to be black.124 Responses from white audiences and critics to 

Nothing But a Man tended to make a similar generalization about the story of Duff 

Anderson. Roemer and Young have frequently explained that they left specific references 

to the civil rights movement out of their film very intentionally. Young remarked:  

From a distance, what is remembered of the 1960s are the killings, the bombings, 

the assassinations, Bull Connor, Martin Luther King, Jr., and so on. Mike and I 

were interested in going in the opposite direction. We wanted to get to the 

personal, the intimate, and to show that even here the dominant society 

encroaches on the private life.125 
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A major tenet of Young’s filmmaking philosophy, which drew much inspiration from 

Italian neorealism,126 was to give a great deal of freedom to the audience to make their 

own meaning out of his film work. Smith argues that American audiences simply may 

not have known what to do with this freedom because of cultural conditioning, writing 

“Contemporaneous works associated with promoting interracial understanding would not 

have prepared potential contributors and Hollywood film viewers more generally for the 

film’s sharp economic and social analysis.”127 Smith uses To Kill a Mockingbird (Robert 

Mulligan, 1962) and Lilies of the Field (1963) to illustrate her point, criticizing the 

simplified moral universe of To Kill a Mockingbird and the failure of both films to 

acknowledge the subjectivity of a singular, black protagonist. These films also preclude a 

thoughtful consideration of black collectivity. In deploying 1932 Alabama and an 

Arizona desert as settings, To Kill A Mockingbird and Lilies of the Field provided a 

comfortable amount of dissociative distance for white viewers. The absence of historical 

markers in Nothing But a Man is useful in trying to make sense of the wide-ranging 

responses to the film. 

Reflecting on Nothing But a Man decades later, Roemer offered his thoughts on 

the ways in which white, liberal audiences tended to privilege the film’s universality over 

its social critique. He suggested:  

…it’s hopeful humanism…wipes out fundamental differences and makes us all 

alike. That feeling was common to white civil rights workers and sympathizers 

and certainly imbued Bob and me. But it is easy to see why robbing Duff of his 

blackness, his particular otherness, is not just unrealistic but offensive to some – 
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much as turning the Holocaust into one more instance of human inhumanity is 

offensive to Jews. It looks like one more depersonalization.128  

 

The takeaway for some white viewers was that they had more in common with black 

Americans than they had previously believed. Young remembered many white 

responders focused on the scenes of Josie and Duff in the bedroom or in the kitchen 

flirting with each other. According to Young, these viewers were surprised at the 

similarities between their own intimate relationships and those of black people as 

represented by the film’s couple. The love story is very touching and moving and all the 

more so because of the terrific performances of Dixon and Lincoln. A focus on this 

aspect of the film was likely what led the Motion Picture Herald reviewer to conclude, 

“It is of secondary importance that the color of their skin happens to be black. Primarily it 

is a love story.”129 Responses such as this overlooked the significance of blackness and 

the inherent critiques of oppression in the film. 

Some white critics acknowledged and celebrated the film’s critique of American 

racism as an incisive accomplishment. Richard L. Coe of The Washington Post 

highlighted specific plot points that echoed the realistic ways in which white 

supremacists constantly assaulted the manhood of black Americans.130 Kevin Thomas of 

the Los Angeles Times was laudatory in his estimation of the film, deeming it “a minor 

masterpiece and one of the most important American movies in recent years.”131  He 

recognized the humanism in the film and its effectiveness in amplifying the import of the 

tragedy, writing: 
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As the film progresses it moves from the rich humor and tenderness of Duff and 

Josie’s courtship to the grim drama of a man facing almost certain destitution and 

possible death because he insisted on being treated like a human. Roemer and 

Young’s statement is simple and convincing: it is not possible for most Negroes 

in the United States to live in dignity.132  

 

This statement was one that many black audiences agreed was the compelling focus of 

Nothing But a Man. 

A few black critics, including Albert Johnson and Hoyt Fuller, contended that 

Nothing But a Man was too intent on being a domestic melodrama. Johnson and Fuller 

believed that the absence of political specificities and civil rights markers rendered the 

film a reductive look at black life that ultimately avoided a serious indictment of 

Southern racism.133 But, for the most part, the response from black critical community 

was celebratory. The reviewer who contributed a four-page discussion of Nothing But a 

Man to the April 1965 issue of Ebony identified Nothing But a Man as a “Timely 

masterpiece” and a “Triumph on a Budget.”134 He astutely pointed out two 

commonalities that “the finest American movies,” a group he took to include One Potato, 

Two Potato, Shadows, The Connection, and The Cool World, shared: they were made on 

small budgets, and they had to receive European accolades before they were given a fair 

shot at American distribution.135 He juxtaposed these movies with the bloated Hollywood 

epic Cleopatra (Joseph L. Mankiewicz, 1963), which cost nearly $40 million. According 

to his calculations, the entire budget of Nothing But a Man, around $230,000, would only 

have paid for around one minute of the 192-minute Elizabeth Taylor-starring spectacle. 

The Ebony critic also took a couple jabs at the white reception of Nothing But a Man, 
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noting, “Audiences and critics alike have expressed surprise that the story of a Negro can 

possess universal meaning. For though the theme (a resolute man colliding with the 

silent, invisible rules of his society) is universal, the tale is a very particular one…”136 Its 

particularity stems from the fact that it uses a black perspective to expose the “silent, 

invisible rules” that enable and encourage the everyday and unrelenting persecution of 

black Americans – something that has remained almost completely underexplored on 

American screens.  

The Ebony author criticized the reluctance of American distributors who 

apparently thought that taking on a film project about black lives was a form of 

commercial suicide. He believed that this made the universalizing gesture all the more 

offensive and confounding. In his summary of Nothing But a Man, the reviewer 

explained that it was about a ‘common’ man who refused to live an ‘ordinary’ life. What 

the white audiences and critics seemed to overlook with their application of a colorblind 

filter to the film is how ‘uncommon’ it would be for them to have to fight to feel like a 

human in a society that accepts ‘ordinary’ as a state of constant emasculation for a 

demographic that that society has comfortably and somewhat guiltlessly relegated to 

second-class citizenry based on differences in skin color.137  

Other members of the black press agreed with many of the Ebony author’s points 

both about the film and the reception tendencies of white audiences. A critic writing for 

the black Cleveland newspaper, Call and Post, was more direct in stating his feelings of 

frustration regarding the capacity of white audiences to understand Nothing But a Man. 

He lamented:  
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White theater goers will never admit it, the white assaults upon a Negro’s dignity, 

the condescending timidity of his friends, and the patient understanding of his 

wife are the things Negro males live with everyday – in the South and in the 

North. Sensitive Negro men, when viewing this picture, will undoubtedly weep as 

they see the daily frustrations of their lives so vividly portrayed.138  

 

The recognition of self was something that many other black reviewers commented upon 

when reflecting on the film. Nuances in the performances amplified the complexity of the 

characters and mindful attention to the faithful representations of black spaces that may 

have been lost on some white audiences.139 Harlem writer and activist Sylvester Leaks 

published a review in the Nation of Islam’s Muhammad Speaks that celebrated the way 

the film understood and conveyed the everyday realities of being black in America.140 

Seeing the film as a much-welcomed exception to past attempts at representation, he 

declared, “Never before has black life in America been so vividly portrayed and depicted 

with such stark realism.”141 Wyatt Tee Walker, the former Chief of Staff to Dr. Martin 

Luther King, Jr., also had strong feelings about the film’s effective communication of the 

black struggle for equality. Writing for Negro Digest, he gave the film what might have 

been its highest form of praise in likening Duff Anderson to Malcolm X as a symbol of 

hope, identification, and inspiration.142 He explained:  

The current low-budget movie, Nothing But a Man, is the story of another 

Malcolm, fictitious yet very real, who can be found all over this land. Dove [sic] 

Anderson, the main character, wasn’t looking for trouble or running away from it 

either. His unverbalized goal in this magnificent picture was to be ‘nothing but a 

man.’ That’s what Malcolm X was all about. He was the symbol of Negro males 

who, though groping, have not yet found the answer to how they can be ‘nothing 

but a man,’ which is, really, more than enough.143  
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The indeterminacy and subtlety of the film, for Walker, is a progressive gesture that 

makes it a valuable resource for black Americans. The representation of Duff Anderson 

and the hopeful future the solidarity with his family unit suggests signifies an increasing 

commitment across the country to a mode of communal resistance.   

 Despite getting generally rave reviews, winning multiple festival awards, and 

finding a spot on many film critics’ annual top ten lists, Nothing But a Man had a 

surprisingly limited amount of exhibition. The release schedule failed to capitalize 

effectively on the festival buzz and initial New York reception as it stalled a few months 

before opening in only twelve cities altogether. In most of the cities it played, it was 

typically only booked in one theater. After its Christmas day premiere, it continued to 

play at the Embassy and Murray Hill Theatres in New York through March. It then 

opened at the Lane Theater in Philadelphia and the Paris Cinema in Boston on February 

25; the Playhouse in Washington D.C. on March 3; and the Beverly Hills Music Hall and 

downtown Orpheum Theater in Los Angeles and the Cinema in Chicago on March 5.144 

The other cities included San Francisco, Oakland, Cleveland, Philadelphia, and 

Pittsburgh. No effort was made to reach a southern audience or to test the film outside of 

arthouse theaters. It is possible that Cinema V had already spent most of its resources on 

One Potato, Two Potato or had allocated them towards future projects, but Nothing But a 

Man was soon shelved. Roemer and Young were left with $40,000 of debt that it took 

them years to pay off.145  

 Despite its disappointing initial run, Nothing But a Man has had a very interesting 

and much more successful afterlife. In 1966, it was awarded the best picture prize at the 
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first International Festival of Negro Arts in Dakar, Senegal.146 The film’s commitment to 

an anticolonial struggle translated well amongst global communities familiar with 

psychic and physical forms of oppression. Over the next several years, it would play at 

many other black cultural festivals organized by various civil rights groups or 

universities, including the 1967 Watts Art Festival, the Harlem CORE-sponsored 

“Images in Black” festival in 1968, and the University of Wisconsin at Madison’s Black 

Encounter Week in 1968. Tom Brandon, a founder of the Workers Film and Photo 

League in New York back in 1930, purchased the educational rights for Nothing But a 

Man in 1966 for an estimated $22,000. Brandon had just started a small-scale distribution 

venture, Brandon Films, with the intent of circulating educational material to American 

community groups. He could hardly keep up with the demand for 16-mm transfers of the 

film, producing upwards of 150 prints and grossing hundreds of thousands of dollars on 

rentals.147  

Nothing But a Man was more recently rediscovered to great critical acclaim when 

a restored print was circulated as part of Black History Month in February 1993. Hal 

Hinson, for his review of the restoration in the Washington Post, proposed, “It may be 

that the best film to come out so far in 1993 was actually made in 1964.”148 The same 

year the Library of Congress selected it for preservation as part of the National Film 

Registry. In 2004, Nothing But a Man was released on DVD and experienced another 

critical rediscovery in 2014 after screening at the British Film Institute (BFI) and the 

Museum of Modern Art (MOMA).  
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The reviews of Nothing But a Man from the past twenty-five years attempt to 

make sense of the commercial failure that resulted in the film becoming an overlooked 

and almost forgotten piece of film history. Roger Ebert suggested in his 1993 review of 

Nothing But a Man that it “…was remarkable for not employing the easy liberal pieties of 

its period in an attempt to reassure white audiences that all stories have happy endings. 

Perhaps as a result, it didn’t ‘cross over’ and find a wider audience, and as a $300,000 

production it didn’t find many promotional resources.”149 In 2014, Geoff Andrews 

speculated, “Perhaps audiences simply weren’t ready to be reminded of how things really 

were in one of the world’s richest, most ‘civilised’ countries.”150 Andrews and others 

commented on the timelessness of Nothing But a Man and how relevant and progressive 

it felt half a century later. Charles Silver151, the director of MOMA’s Film Study Center, 

noted that “[1960s] Hollywood, like America itself, was resistant to opportunities for 

black folk. In this sense Nothing but a Man was an independent anomaly rather than the 

trailblazer it might have been.”152 Writing shortly after 12 Years a Slave (Steve 

McQueen, 2013) had won Best Picture at the Academy Awards, Silver hoped that 

contemporary black-themed films could succeed where Nothing But a Man did not. 

LOOKING BACK, LOOKING FORWARD 

 The independent black-themed films of 1964 have a great deal in common with 

one another. With the exception of Living Between Two Worlds, they were made on 

budgets of around $300,000. This relatively scant amount of funding was conducive to a 

neorealist aesthetic that relied upon inexperienced film casts/crews, exterior locations, 
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and new, more portable equipment. Additionally, nearly all of the directors 

acknowledged a debt to the Italian Neorealists whose work they had been able to screen 

in the growing number of east coast arthouse theaters. The directors and producers were 

routinely dissuaded from trying to make films about black lives in America because the 

Hollywood industry belief was that such films could not make back any money. The 

adherence to this belief made gathering enough funds extremely difficult and finding a 

distributor especially challenging. As many as seven other black-themed pictures made it 

to the pre-production phase between 1963 and 1964 and were all abandoned due to lack 

of investor interest.153 Many of the people involved with the projects discussed above 

believed that their personal safety was or could be at risk while working on the films. 

Each of the final products spoke to an increasingly noticeable divide between black and 

white Americans, a divide which the US film industry was reinforcing. 

Hollywood’s repression of race material manifested itself through the stories of 

these films, making them all the more significant and revolutionary. The American film 

industry had a very noticeable absence of black talent amidst its labor pool. Hollywood 

hiring practices showed little improvement following the passage of the 1964 Civil 

Rights Act and nationally publicized attacks from groups such as the NAACP. Few, if 

any, black-themed American films were produced in 1965. The Hollywood-based 

committees that selected films for European festivals continued to dismiss black-themed 

independent films as inferior to studio-backed efforts. The Cold War climate discouraged 

the dissemination of films that highlighted how backwards one of the world’s leading 

powers was regarding the treatment of its non-white citizens. And still, through very 
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fortunate circumstances, these films were able to get some circulation in the United 

States. However, the misunderstandings of fledgling distributors who were trying to 

navigate the uncertainties of radically shifting exhibition networks often misguided their 

handling. Most white audiences seemed unsure how to decipher the films that looked 

different from anything Hollywood had produced. They also tended to express disbelief 

and uncertainty regarding how accurate the presentations of black lives actually were.  

The influences of international colonial struggles and the then-emerging Third 

Cinema movement are very discernible in the black-themed filmmaking of 1964. They 

are even more apparent in the work of Amiri Baraka throughout the 1960s, which is the 

focus of the following chapter. Baraka tackles not just white racism in America but also 

the psychological violence enacted by the entirety of Western culture. He, like Ossie 

Davis, pushed for a black cultural renaissance. The stylistic approaches and philosophical 

interventions of all of these artists evinced a desire to revolutionize the representational 

strategies of American filmmaking. As sociological documents, their work offers 

valuable perspectives on the tumultuous relationships between black and white 

Americans in the 1960s. As historical evidence, the work of these artists offers a 

compelling critique on the lack of progress that has been made towards equality and 

representation on American screens. 
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CHAPTER 5: Representations of Consequence 

 

But in thinking about cultural and audience processes as they relate to radical media, we 

need to assess them over the long term as well as in the immediate moment and to view 

them in relation to the dynamic of social movements.1 

-John D.H. Downing, Radical Media  

 

Throughout the period of time during which all of the films examined in this 

study were produced, the inability of the United States of America to actualize its 

foundational promise of equality catalyzed explosive moments of civil unrest. The 

persistence of this national failing exacerbated levels of racial tension that had, by the 

mid-1960s, already become unsustainably volatile. Riots of unprecedented size and 

destruction swept across the country in response to a manifested stall in the national 

adoption and implementation of civil rights legislature and a lack of serious engagement 

with demands for immediate societal reform.2 Racially motivated murder, police 

brutality, mass incarceration, housing discrimination, and voter suppression were 

domestic atrocities and inequities widely reported on across the nation and across the 

globe.3 Inspired by the insights and examples of contemporary revolutionaries such as 

Patrice Lumumba,4 Fidel Castro,5 and Kwame Nkrumah,6 artists and intellectuals drew 

many parallels between colonial oppression and the treatment of non-white Americans by 

their own government and economic systems. The circulation of postcolonial cultural 

texts ranging from the theoretical insights of Frantz Fanon to the cinematic output of the 
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ICAIC (Insituto Cubano de Arte y Industria Cinematográficos) bolstered these 

discourses.7  

Amidst all of the chaos, battles for access to and control of mass media image-

production intensified alongside an increasing awareness of the power and significance of 

representation. The work of Ossie Davis and Herbert Hill saw renewed attention. Variety 

noted that the NAACP, “following a two-year watch-and-wait attitude as regards Negro 

employment in the film biz, is taking new hard look at the situation in light of the Federal 

Fair Employment law that July 2 became the law of the land.”8 The NAACP was not the 

only group renewing an attack on failures to improve black representation in television 

and film. Black entertainers who had managed to gain increased visibility because of 

their successes voiced their criticisms of representational imbalances. Comedian Godfrey 

Cambridge9 was particularly outspoken, using the publicity opportunities of his comedy 

tour to attack the government and the film industry:  

I’ve always said what I feel; no sense in stopping now. I notice that every time 

there’s a march on Selma or Jackson, a Hollywood contingent comes down on 

chartered planes two days before the end of the march and sings freedom songs. 

These are powerful people, people whose names on a contract give them the right 

to select the writer, the director, the cast. They bask in the freedom movement for 

24 hours, then they go back and cast the same all-white pictures they have always 

done.10 

 

Godfrey publicly called out the Federal Communications Commission and the Interstate 

Commerce Commission and “…accused President Johnson of inaction, and said he only 

acted during the Selma, Ala., racial violence, ‘because he had no alternative’.”11 Recently 

retired football star, Jim Brown, created the “Negro Industrial and Economic Union, a 



 

 284 

group seeking to help Negros financially in their efforts to establish themselves in 

business.”12 As part of this venture, he created Main Bout, Inc., with Cassius Clay. The 

purpose of Main Bout was to have an integrated organization representing black boxers. 

The company met resistance when stations boycotted the new arrangements and refused 

to air Clay’s championship fights because of the attempted interventions in the industry 

of Main Bout. Brown was, at the time, making headway in his Hollywood acting career; 

The Dirty Dozen (Robert Aldrich, 1967) was scheduled to start shooting in London in 

April 1966.13 Sammy Davis Jr. also sought more control of black image creation, 

assembling a new, independent production company, Trace-Mark Productions. His unit 

began work on a predominately black cast film, A Man Called Adam (Leo Penn, 1966), in 

fall 1965.14 The period also saw the rise of a Black Arts Movement which was led by the 

black intellectual, author, playwright, poet, artist, and activist LeRoi Jones (later, Amiri 

Baraka). 

By 1965, noticeable pockets of resistance began to take shape in the form of 

cultural production units that drew on the historical legacies of Black Americans. Actor 

Robert Hooks began the Group Theater Workshop, “a unique improvisatory acting 

academy for teenagers without the money for formal dramatic school and, in most cases, 

without a penchant for classes in the usual sense of that word.”15 Around sixty students 

were part of the Group Theater Workshop, and, using Hooks’s connections, they found 

work apprenticing on productions of plays by Douglas Turner Ward and Amiri Baraka.16 

Baraka started his own cultural center, the Black Arts Repertory Theatre and School 

(BARTS) in 1965 that focused on a creating a radical pedagogy for black education in 
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Harlem. Groups such as these and the individuals who led them strategically attempted to 

create a more unified revolutionary front through art and education. Their work 

demonstrates the ways in which black artists found themselves saddled with a heavily 

scrutinized role in the civil rights movement. Highly invasive and abusive amounts of 

government surveillance almost always accompanied such positions.  

Baraka became one of the most visible leaders in the drive to radicalize black 

culture in America, and his sympathy towards Third World revolutions made the US 

government uneasy. The Cuban Revolution of 1959 was very influential for black artists 

in the 1960s. This was especially true for Baraka and the cohort of black artists-activists 

who led the search for a uniquely postcolonial, black aesthetic. Their effort came to be 

known collectively as the Black Arts Movement. Meanwhile, Hollywood studios and 

television corporations continued with their diplomatic avoidance of any significant 

engagement with racial issues by making only the most minor of concessions in response 

to criticism and opposition. Elsewhere, exploiteers capitalized on the opportunity to turn 

an easy profit through the tasteless sensationalizing of racial conflict. The diverging paths 

that the black-themed films from 1965 and 1966 took well demonstrated the various ways 

in which black Americans were represented on screen for many years to come.  

Arguably the most Third Cinema inflected film from this period was the 

adaptation of Baraka’s play, Dutchman (Harvey, 1966), the subject of this chapter. 

Baraka identified the film as “the beginning of new movies…[of] revolutionary 

revelation.”17 The difficulty in getting Dutchman made and circulated in America 

certainly pointed to forces working against such independent work in America. As the 
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films explored in the previous chapters show, there was a very small success rate for 

those attempting to make films such as Dutchman, which focused on the plight of black 

Americans. Artists such as Baraka, Melvin Van Peebles, and William Greaves had to find 

creative ways to bring their visions to the screen, at times likening their efforts to a form 

of guerilla warfare modeled on international revolts against colonial powers.18   

CUBA, BARAKA, AND DUTCHMAN 

 In 1967, the Beat poet/author/playwright LeRoi Jones changed his name to 

Imamu Ameer Baraka, a Bantu-Muslim name which, taken as individual parts, translates 

to “spiritual leader,” “prince,” and “blessed.”19 Shortly thereafter, he shortened this name 

to Amiri Baraka. This gesture spoke to his proud position as a radical black nationalist 

and cultural revolutionary. Over the course of the 1960s, Baraka emerged as one of the 

most hardworking, prolific, and influential activists and artists in America. He penned 

Dutchman, an Obie-winning play; published numerous influential essays and poetry 

collections; became an active member in black-focused organizations; was arrested, 

assaulted, and arraigned multiple times; established the Black Arts Repertory 

Theatre/School (BARTS); and oversaw several film projects, including the screen 

adaptation of Dutchman. Cynthia A. Young, in Soul Power: Culture, Radicalism, and the 

Making of a U.S. Third World Left, argues that “It is critical to see Baraka’s cultural 

endeavors as central to his desire to build a black national culture that would eventually 

serve as the foundation for black liberation.”20 Larry Neal, one of the primary theorists 

behind the development of the Black Arts Movement, cited Baraka’s work as the 
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paradigmatic example of a uniquely American black aesthetic. The extensive FBI file on 

Baraka identified him as a potential “Black Messiah” and, as such, a high priority target 

that “…should receive aggressive, imaginative attention.” 21 The event most responsible 

for triggering the development of the relatively complacent Beat poet Jones into the 

radically engaged Baraka was a trip to Castro’s Cuba in 1960. It was here that he 

recognized the necessary utility of the artist in fostering positive social change, aligning 

the position of black Americans with opponents of colonial powers. This trip would not 

have been made possible had the young poet not first become part of the late 1950s New 

York literary scene. 

 Baraka’s critical perspective on the American government and his understanding 

of systemic racism was greatly developed through his affiliation with the counter-culture 

Beat poets and jazz musicians of New York. His disenchanting experiences in the armed 

forces also cultivated it. After dropping out of Rutgers in 1952 and, subsequently, 

Howard University in 1954, he enlisted in the Air Force. He began active duty on 

October 7, 1954, as a gunner.22 On January 23, 1956, he was deployed as Airman Second 

Class to the 73rd Bomb Squadron at Ramey Air Force Base in Puerto Rico. It was here 

that an anonymous letter was turned in to Baraka’s superiors accusing him of having 

communist sympathies and being in possession of subversive literature. The resulting 

investigation was concluded on February 18, 1957, when Baraka was given a 

dishonorable discharge at the Charleston Air Force Base in South Carolina.23 Somewhat 

ironically, he would not identify as a Communist until years later. In 1985, he described 

his stint in the Air Force as “…the worst period of my life,” explaining that “I finally 
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found out what it was like to be disconnected from family and friends. I found out what it 

was like to be under the direct jurisdiction of people who hated black people. I had never 

known that directly.”24 Baraka left South Carolina and traveled back to the Northeast, 

settling in New York to work as an editor on the music periodical, The Record 

Changer.25 

 While living in Greenwich Village, Baraka formed a friendship with Allen 

Ginsberg after sending him an introductory missive on toilet paper. He married Hettie 

Cohen in 1958, and together the couple collaborated with many of the Beat poets on an 

underground literary magazine, Yugen: a new consciousness in arts and letters.26 

Working as the editor and publisher of the periodical, Baraka’s first issue featured work 

from Ginsberg, William S. Burroughs, Gregory Corso, and Jack Kerouac. Later releases 

of Yugen highlighted contributions from underrepresented cultures and built towards 

developing more avant-garde and theoretical approaches to poetry.27 By 1960, Baraka 

was well-entrenched in the New York intellectual scene. He received a call in the spring 

of that year from journalist Richard Gibson asking if he would like to join a group of 

black writers on a trip to Cuba in July as part of a delegation for the Fair Play for Cuba 

Committee (FPCC). When Baraka asked why he was receiving such an invite, the Gibson 

responded, “Oh, I thought that since you were a poet you might like to know what’s 

really going on down there.”28 The purpose of the trip was to garner support from black 

leftists as a means to combat the American maligning of the Cuban position. Baraka was 

satisfied with the response and saw the opportunity as a good one with which to develop 
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further his understanding of the world outside of the increasingly claustrophobic 

Greenwich Village bubble.  

 The original group of twelve had initially included the writers and activists James 

Baldwin, John Oliver Killens, Alice Childress, and Langston Hughes. These four were 

replaced at the last minute for a variety of reasons that included the revocation of some 

passports and other forms of government interference. The newly assembled group of 

twelve also met some mysteriously arbitrary delays at the Idlewood airport which some 

members of the party attributed to the work of anti-communist federal forces. Indeed, 

several of the travelers were already under FBI surveillance for their Communist 

affiliations and Party involvement. Others on the trip included Robert Williams, president 

of the Monroe, North Carolina, branch of the NAACP; the 

activist/author/playwright/director Julian Mayfield and his wife, Ana Livia Cordero, a 

Puerto Rican doctor and activist; the abstract expressionist painter, Ed Clark; and 

influential thinker and future co-founder of BARTS, Harold Cruse. Williams was 

particularly influential on Baraka’s developing affiliation with Third World rebellions.29 

Prior to the trip, the home office of the NAACP had suspended Williams for advocating 

violent resistance to Southern racism. Backed by black North Carolinians, he was quickly 

reinstated and went to work forming and managing a small militia that countered Klan 

activities in Monroe. Young notes, “After their visit to Castro’s Cuba, Jones [Baraka] and 

Williams argued that U.S. urban communities were segregated, brutally suppressed, and 

exploited in ways that mimicked the conditions defining Third World colonies. 

Consequently, they viewed armed struggle as a primary path to black liberation.”30 
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Baraka’s encounters with Castro, his traveling companions, and Latin American creatives 

helped lay a strong foundation for his revolutionary ideology. His Cuban experiences left 

a lasting impression that can be seen as strongly influencing Baraka’s work as a cultural 

ambassador for the Black Arts Movement and as a militant poet, essayist, and playwright. 

 The first scheduled event on the itinerary of the American tourists was a visit with 

members of La Casa de las Américas, one of the sponsoring bodies that had facilitated 

the arrangements for their trip. Baraka explained the work this group did in operating the 

country’s newly established cultural center:  

The organization itself is responsible for disseminating and promoting Cuban 

culture throughout the Americas. It is also responsible for such things as 

intercultural exchanges between Cuba and other countries: traveling art shows, 

arranging visits to Cuba by American (North and South) persons from all arts, 

setting up writers conferences (such as the one that included Simone de Beauvoir 

and Jean-Paul Sartre), running an adult education center, discussion groups, 

lecture series, and hundreds of other things.31  

 

The building out of which the group operated housed a massive library that maintained 

literary magazines and music from all over the Americas. The adult school specialized in 

“Cultura Para El Pueblo” (Culture for the People). Under Castro’s guidance, considerable 

resources were devoted to educating the illiterate masses. The educational program 

promoted cultural pride, agrarian reform, and nationalist sentiments. Young notes the 

influential nature of this program on North Americans such as Baraka, observing, “For 

writers and intellectuals, Castro’s Cuba held a special appeal because it offered a model 

for integrating cultural production and radical politics. Cuba’s investment in film, 

literature, and art demonstrated the centrality of cultural production and its creators to the 
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attainment of national autonomy.”32 Regarding the use of film, Castro established the 

ICAIC as a nationally sponsored film production company. The Institute simultaneously 

served as a meeting place for a wide range of intellectuals. Iconic figures of the Third 

Cinema movement, such as Tomas Guttierez Alea, Julio Garcia Espinosa, and Santiago 

Alvarez oversaw the development of a national film culture intended to improve 

individual and collective consciousness through their involvement with this organization. 

Early on, the group of filmmakers travelled to rural communities to show their films to 

illiterate populations, exhibiting them at schools and village centers. Their work 

approximated the agitprop of the post-October Revolution Soviets.33 As the institute 

matured and the filmmakers explored different techniques and narrative approaches, their 

films quickly became a much remarked upon phenomenon in the global arts community. 

The directors proceeded to win many awards at international festivals, while circulating 

uniquely Cuban perspectives and anticolonial messages. Further, they published a film 

journal, Cine Cubano, that explored the various relationships between cinematic form 

and revolution.34 The cultural production and dissemination program Baraka observed in 

Cuba was a compelling counter to his disappointing experiences with pedagogy at 

Rutgers and Howard. Combined with his more favorable opinion of the New School for 

Social Research in New York, Baraka would have a very clear blueprint for the building 

of own educational facility, BARTS, in 1965.35 

Many events throughout the trip caused Baraka to reassess his relatively apolitical 

artistic existence as a New York bohemian. Baraka recalled one particularly formative 

moment of his trip in his essay, “Cuba Libre,” which covered in detail his excursion to 
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Cuba.36 The group of twelve Americans were on a fourteen-hour train ride to the Oriente 

province to partake in a festival at Sierra Maestre celebrating Castro’s first assault on 

Moncada barracks in 1953. This battle had marked an important beginning of the armed 

revolt against the Batista government. While traveling, Baraka talked at length with 

Jaime Shelley, a Mexican poet who, along with Mexican graduate student, Rubi 

Betancourt, had heard of Baraka and made an effort to meet him. During their 

conversation, he became aware of many previously unacknowledged insecurities 

regarding his privileged position as a part of the American imperialist machine. Feeling 

defensive in response to her critiques of American exceptionalism, Baraka rebuked 

Betancourt, asking, “Look, why jump on me? I understand what you’re saying. I’m in 

complete agreement with you. I’m a poet…what can I do? I write, that’s all, I’m not 

interested in politics.”37 She responded by calling him a “cowardly bourgeois 

individualist” and continued, “You want to cultivate your soul? In that ugliness you live 

in, you want to cultivate your soul? Well, we’ve got millions of starving people to feed, 

and that moves me enough to make poems out of.”38 When Baraka returned to the United 

States, he did so with a completely different perspective of the role of an artist in a 

society rife with festering inequality.39 The exchange with Betancourt likely inspired the 

general plot of his 1964 play, Dutchman, wherein a middle-class black poet is driven to 

question his life in response to aggressive criticism from a fellow subway traveler. 

Similarly provocative for Baraka in his reassessment of his artistic duties was the actual 

experience of the celebratory festival hosted by Fidel Castro.  
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  Baraka ends “Cuba Libre” with a short anecdote about his return to the states. He 

describes walking through the Miami Airport and picking up a newspaper. One of the 

headlines in this paper read, “CUBAN CELEBRATION RAINED OUT.”40 This was in 

direct contrast to the author’s experience at the festival, where he witnessed the joyous, 

seemingly endless festivities that took place over the course of the three-day celebration. 

The essay, in itself, was a political act that represented the conversion of Baraka to a 

more politically engaged activist for social change. It demonstrated well the influences 

that Third World rebellions were beginning to have on Baraka’s new self-awareness. A 

consistent theme in Baraka’s encounter with the Cubans was their distrust of America 

and its tendency to use media manipulatively to reduce the revolutionaries to blood-

thirsty, disorganized Commies. The new Cuban government, premised on equality, 

culture, and education, appealed to Baraka as a revolutionary alternative to the 

frustratingly deceptive situation in the US. William J. Harris, in the preface to The LeRoi 

Jones/Amiri Baraka Reader, explains the overall impact of the trip on Baraka, writing, 

“Baraka felt that the Cuban government, unlike that of the United States, was actually 

being run by young intellectuals and idealists. This trip was the beginning of Baraka’s 

radical political art and his identification with Third World artists.”41 Shortly after 

returning home to New York, Baraka began his radical pursuit to weaponize black art and 

use his platform to advocate a more demanding call for equal rights for Black Americans.  

  Sympathizers with Castro’s revolution were regarded with suspicion in America 

as Cold War tensions continued to mount in the beginning of the 1960s. Aligning one’s 

self with the Cuban cause certainly proved to have consequences. For example, Richard 
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Gibson was fired from his job at CBS Radio News shortly after his return in 1960 for his 

“Cuban activities.”42 As a co-founder of the Fair Play for Cuba Committee (FPCC), he 

transitioned into a full-time role overseeing the organization’s growth. Facing constant 

harassment, he soon quit the FPCC and became a CIA informant in 1962. One of his 

primary assignments when he became salaried in 1965 was to monitor and report on 

Baraka’s activities.43  

Williams organized protests in Monroe, North Carolina, in 1961, shortly after his 

return home from the Cuba trip. The Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) sent Freedom 

Riders to join the demonstrations against segregated interstate bus travel policies. Incited 

by police brutality, the crowds became increasingly agitated. A white couple who had 

detoured through the black section of Monroe found themselves in a very hostile 

environment. Williams took them into his home and harbored them there until tensions 

had cooled. Kidnapping charges were brought against Williams from the local law 

enforcement. Together with his family, he left the state. The FBI then issued a warrant 

accusing Williams of unlawful interstate flight, and J. Edgar Hoover provided his 

signature on “Wanted by FBI” poster with Williams’s information. He and his family 

found political asylum in Cuba for several years before taking up residence in China. 

Williams continued his militant advocacy through a weekly broadcast, “Radio Free 

Dixie,” and a periodical he co-published with his wife, The Crusader.44 His 1962 

manuscript, Negroes with Guns, was influential for future black militant organizations, 

such as the Black Panthers. When he returned to the US in 1969, he was immediately 



 

 295 

arrested and sent to prison in North Carolina. In 1975, the state of North Carolina 

dropped all charges against him.45  

 Much like his Cuban traveling companions, Baraka found himself under 

increasing scrutiny from the FBI because of his political sympathies with Castro and his 

publicly declared support of international revolutionary struggles against colonialism. His 

feverish political activities in 1961 had him appearing as a cross-listed affiliate of many 

individuals already under surveillance. He became a very visible presence through his 

continued engagement with protests and organizations supporting black nationalist 

causes. At the beginning of the year, Baraka founded a loosely organized group called the 

Organization of Young Men, which had among its membership poet/music critic A.B. 

Spellman, Steve Cannon, Walter Bowe, Harold Cruse, Calvin Hicks, and jazz 

saxophonist, Archie Shepp. Baraka described the group as “…one fledgling effort at 

building some political consciousness downtown…a confirmation of rising 

consciousness…the sense of it was that we knew it was time to go on the offensive in the 

civil rights movement.”46 Together with this group, Baraka began a commitment to 

action. He was one of six demonstrators arrested at UN protests organized by the On 

Guard Committee for Freedom,47 a black nationalist organization that had incorporated 

the Organization of Young Men, in July 1961.48 The demonstrations were in opposition 

to the interference of the American government in revolutionary struggles.  

Specifically, the protestors opposed the CIA-backed murder of Patrice Lumumba, 

the Congolese Prime Minister, and stood in support of Castro’s Cuba following the Bay 

of Pigs invasion. This event represented a historically significant moment in the 
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“anticolonial black nationalist revival”49 as black Americans united against imperialist 

and colonial injustices under the banner of Afro-Americans. As a member of the Monroe 

Defense Committee (MDC), Baraka publicly campaigned for funds to support Williams 

in his attempted legal defense efforts against the trumped-up kidnapping charges. At an 

MDC meeting on October 5, 1961, Baraka gave a speech criticizing passivity, 

nonviolence, and the acceptance of partial integration in the South. The MDC circulated a 

small publication, In/Formation, that kept interested parties up to date on the cause. That 

same year Baraka was appointed chairman of the New York chapter of the FPCC. 

Baraka’s FBI file notes that at an August 30, 1961, meeting of the New York FPCC, he 

showed Cuban films and discussed the affinities between the Cuban situation and the 

conditions of black Americans. As an artist, Baraka was determined to commingle his 

work as an activist with his creative and academic energies. 

Baraka ramped up his publishing efforts in 1961, demonstrating the influence that 

Castro’s policy of mixing culture and politics had had upon the young author/activist. 

Through his small literary outlet, Totem Press, Baraka oversaw the distribution of a 

mimeographed newsletter, The Floating Bear,50 beginning in February 1961. A 

confiscated issue intended for the jailed poet, Harold Carrington, led to another arrest that 

year for Baraka, along with his co-editor, Diane di Prima, on October 18.51 Baraka gave a 

two-day long testimony in front of a grand jury in defense of the obscenity charges 

brought against him, and the pair were cleared of any wrongdoings. Shortly after the 

incident, di Prima and Baraka co-founded the New York Poets Theatre. This was the 

same year that Baraka published his first book of poetry, Preface to a Twenty Volume 
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Suicide Note. He also co-authored a “Declaration of Conscience,” which supported 

Castro and his post-revolution activities and was published in the independent, socialist 

magazine, Monthly Review. Showing no signs of slowing down, Baraka’s work as a 

writer in the next few years further channeled his developing philosophy on the place of a 

black artist in a racially divided America. 

 

Figure 5.1: Issue 9 of The Floating Bear, featuring an excerpt from Baraka's The System 

of Dante's Hell. This was the confiscated material that led to the obscenity 

court appearance. 
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In 1962, Baraka became one of the early members of the newly-formed Society of 

Umbra. This group of writers focused on the cultivation of a distinctively black literary 

voice. The co-founder of Umbra, David Henderson, became an important figure in the 

Black Arts Movement, circulating through the organization’s periodical, Umbra, the 

work of influential artists such as Julian Bond, Alice Walker, Ishmael Reed, and Askia 

Touré. Several members of Umbra would go on to help Jones establish BARTS several 

years later. During this time, Baraka also became an increasingly active member of the 

American Society of African Culture. The influence of this growing New York collective 

of black artists can be seen in Baraka’s work from the time. A short essay from this 

period, “The Myth of a ‘Negro Literature’,” excoriated black American authors 

(excepting a few). As Jones, Baraka wrote:  

The most persistent and aggravating reason for the absence of achievement 

among serious Negro artists is that generally the Negroes who have found 

themselves in a position to pursue some art, especially the art of literature, have 

been members of the Negro middle class, a group that has always gone out of its 

way to cultivate any mediocrity, as long as that mediocrity was guaranteed to 

prove to America, and recently to the world at large, that they were not really who 

they were, i.e., Negroes.52  

 

This critique is central to the conflict of Dutchman and serves as a reflection on the 

author’s own past. The essay continued by celebrating the accomplishments of black 

musicians, thereby suggesting an approach with which to elevate the other black arts:  

Because it drew its strengths and beauties out of the depths of the black man’s 

soul, and because to a large extent its traditions could be carried on by the lowest 

classes of Negroes, and simply because the bearers of its tradition maintained 

their essential identities as Negroes, Negro music alone has been able to survive 

the constant and willful dilutions of the black middle class.53 
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Exploring these thoughts and ideas further, Baraka published a history and criticism of 

black music in America, Blues People: Negro Music in White America. This book 

investigated the relationship between black music and the development of American 

culture from the period of slavery to the avant-garde experimentation of free jazz 

musicians in the early 1960s. He asserted the belief that such a history revealed “the 

essential nature of the Negro in this country…as well as something about the essential 

nature of this country.”54 The energy Baraka dedicated to his understanding and 

development of the role of the black artist in 1960s America fully manifested itself in his 

breakthrough drama, Dutchman. 

Dutchman ignited Baraka’s reputation as one of the most important working 

American authors. The 1964 play won numerous accolades, including the 1964 Obie for 

Best American Play. The off-Broadway premiere took place on March 24, 1964, at the 

Cherry Lane Theater in New York, where it was met with great acclaim as well as a fair 

amount of controversy. Norman Mailer touted it as the best play of the year, and 

Langston Hughes reflectively referred to 1964 as “The Jones Year” because of the 

revolutionary nature of this theatrical coup.55 The play became much discussed for its 

controversial language and message, resulting in city police shutting down two of the five 

New York productions of the play.  

Lotta M. Löfgren marks 1964 as a “watershed year in the history of drama” 

because of the inspiration to others that Baraka’s work provided as a foundational text of 

the Black Arts Movement.56 In her essay, “Clay and Clara: Baraka’s Dutchman, 
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Kennedy’s The Owl Answers, and the Black Arts Movement,” she suggests, “Baraka’s 

play, because of its refusal to bow to hegemony, was instrumental in giving not only 

African-Americans but subsequently feminist playwrights of the late 1960s and 

eventually a broad range of silent minorities a new voice.”57 In his 1968 essay, “The 

Black Arts Movement,” Larry Neal makes a direct equivalence between “The Black Arts 

theatre” and “the theatre of LeRoi Jones.” For Neal, Baraka’s dramas present “…a radical 

alternative to the sterility of the American theatre…inextricably linked to the Afro-

American political dynamic.”58 He goes on to state “LeRoi Jones represents the most 

advanced aspects of the [Black Arts] movement. He is its prime mover and chief 

designer.”59The notoriety that came along with being regarded as such an important 

figure in the movement of a politically engaged black art renaissance would have several 

unforeseen consequences as many of Baraka’s endeavors going forward ended up facing 

quite a bit of outside resistance. His aesthetic channeled Black Power ideas and strong 

anti-white sentiments that many white audiences found alarming and anti-Semitic. The 

degree to which Baraka upset traditional ideas of art and evinced a new performance of 

protest can be seen in the film and play, Dutchman, and the public responses to both. 

DUTCHMAN, OR, “JUST ANOTHER DEAD AMERICAN” 

Dutchman (1964) is a one-act play that follows a prolonged encounter between a 

twenty-year-old, middle-class black man, Clay, and a thirty-year-old, mysterious white 

seductress, Lula. All of the action takes place on a New York city subway car, as the two 

engage in an alternatingly antagonistic and flirtatious conversation. Things boil over 
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when Lula refuses to stop her relentless assault on Clay’s image of himself and other 

black Americans. Her aggression and his response to it channel ideas from Frantz 

Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks; Lula insists that Clay is simply a white man inside a 

black man’s skin. Baraka, through symbolism and dialogue, explores the pernicious ways 

in which Eurocentrism has colonized the minds of black Americans. The film version, 

released in 1966, uses added layers of visual imagery and abrupt moments of formalism 

that tie this psychological colonization process to the history of American colonialism 

and the development of its exploitative capitalist economy. Baraka indicts the gross 

hypocrisy of foundational origin mythologies such as the Genesis creation story and that 

of the birth of America. The privileges of a comfortable lifestyle are shown to be mind-

numbing and anesthetic distractions that aesthetically conceal the underlying violence 

that fuels the various mutations of colonialism at home and abroad. The play well 

demonstrates Baraka’s movement towards a new black aesthetic and provides a creative 

voice for his theories on black culture and the role of the black artist in America.  

The “Dutchman” of the title has most often been assumed to be a reference 

invoking the Dutch slave ships of the early seventeenth century; a Dutch frigate landed at 

Jamestown, Virginia, in 1619, with twenty chained Africans aboard. It might also 

reference a mythological ghost ship, The Flying Dutchman.60 The setting for the play is, 

as described by Baraka, “In the flying underbelly of the city. Steaming hot, and summer 

on top, outside. Underground. The subway heaped in modern myth.”61 Throughout the 

course of the play, Clay never disembarks from the subway car. The other passengers 

have a ghost-like presence, appearing suddenly, while never really uttering any dialogue. 
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Midway through the film, Clay (Al Freeman Jr.) breaks out of Lula’s (Shirley Knight) 

trance momentarily to question where the other passengers have come from, as he cannot 

recall the train ever having stopped. At this point, the typically shaking camera 

(previously used to mimic the movements of a subway car) stops bouncing and the 

background sounds are muted indicating there is something otherworldly and 

increasingly threatening about this now surrealist voyage. It is suspended in time and 

space and Lula is in full control. The captain of The Flying Dutchman is said to have 

made a deal with the devil and, in some interpretations of the mythology, been a slave 

trader. Lula is a potential stand-in for this captain. The subway car and its metaphorical 

associations with slave ships emphasize that Clay is trapped in a world not of his own 

making – he is a slave to a European-American tradition and, as a black, middle-class 

poet, a reducible and disposable commodity in a capitalist economy. He can be abused 

without consequence and is offered no escape. The play and film, Dutchman, imply that 

this has always been the condition of a black man’s position in white society. 

A more direct and literal interpretation of the term, “Dutchman,” as a word 

describing a person of certain European origins is also helpful in thinking about 

Dutchman. Read as a descriptor of Clay, it speaks to the status of black Americans who 

have historically and forcibly been deprived of their African and African American 

heritage and made into something else by the white hegemonic order. The name “Clay” 

suggests a person who is easily molded. Robert Cardullo provides supportive evidence 

for analyzing the “Dutchman” as Clay in his essay, “Names and Titles in Amiri Baraka’s 

Dutchman.” He writes, “the Oxford English Dictionary…notes that in the phrase ‘I’m a 
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Dutchman,’ ‘Dutchman’ signifies ‘someone that I am not at all’.”62 This existential 

quandary accurately describes the sense of dislocation Baraka meditated on when he 

returned from Cuba. As an “American” was he, too, part of the imperialist machine? 

What did it mean to be a black American and relegated to the status of second-class 

citizen by a society fueled by an unapologetically racist system? In the early 1960s, 

Baraka committed to the fact that blackness was an essential component of his art and 

determined that the foundation of a black culture was a necessary part of black liberation. 

Clay is the exact type of black author Baraka rails against in “The myth of a ‘Negro 

Literature’” – a creation and propagator of white culture and a white aesthetic tradition. 

He is a version of Baraka before the turning point brought on by his Cuban experiences, a 

Pygmalion creation of white America. The bulk of the play’s material deals with the 

confusing and disorienting effects that whiteness has on such a person. 

Destructive and discombobulating whiteness takes the form of the antagonist, 

Lula. She, too, could be the “Dutchman” of the title. As a representative of the white 

establishment, she is physically and mentally abusive towards Clay. Reproaching him 

with racial epithets and asserting her control over him likens her to historical slave 

owners. The filmed version of the play makes this connection almost immediately 

through a clever use of subway signage.  When Lula first appears on the subway car, she 

is framed below an ad for Dutch Masters Cigars. The ad appropriates the Dutch men from 

Rembrandt’s The Syndics of the Drapers’ Guild. The layering of this shot is complexly 

suggestive. Lula’s gaze is aligned with that of the clothmakers, and the object of that gaze 

is Clay. The structuring of the gaze, the framing of the shot, and the mise-en-scène 



 

 304 

combine to establish a Foucauldian power dynamic that privileges the white perspective, 

diminishing Clay to an object. Further, he is positioned as an object of surveillance as he 

is completely unaware that he is being watched – a situation with which Baraka was all 

too familiar based on his own experiences with the FBI. Lula will continually baffle Clay 

throughout the course of the play with how much she apparently already knows about 

him, despite the two apparently never having met before. The “Master” of the cigar 

brand’s title further evokes an American master-slave dynamic between Clay and Lula. 

This relationship is extended historically to connect with the slave trade of seventeenth 

century Europeans through the inclusion of the Dutch merchants and the blocking of the 

shot that includes Lula amongst their membership. The ad is for cigars; tobacco, of 

course, was one of the primary cash crops harvested on Southern plantations. The use of 

the painting and the term “Masters” also recalls the status of Rembrandt as one of the Old 

Masters of Western Art. Clay, at the beginning of the play, has yet to realize how 

enslaved he has become to an oppressively white cultural tradition, a major thematic 

engagement of Baraka in this play and elsewhere.  
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Figure 5.2: The Dutch Masters. 

 

Baraka includes many details in Dutchman that speak to how seductive and 

powerful white America and Euro-American cultural traditions have become. One of the 

ways he accomplishes this critique is through the connections established between him 

and Clay. They are both poets from New Jersey living on the Lower East Side who use 

their middle name. Lula tries to guess Clay’s name near the end of Scene 1: “Lloyd, 

Norman? One of those hopeless colored names creeping out of New Jersey. Leonard? 

Gag…Or Everett.”63 She also somehow knows that his mother is a social worker and that 

he is trying to grow a beard. Clay’s history is Baraka’s history and the play’s critical 

attitude towards black bourgeoise complacency indicts both. Clay is unwilling or unable 

to question successfully what is going on around him because Lula’s seduction is too 

distracting. 
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Lula is symbolically linked to characters and themes from the Genesis story of 

creation. Cardullo suggests, “All three – the title Dutchman and the names Clay and Lula 

– draw connections between black enslavement and original sin, or the original sin of 

importing slaves from Africa.”64 Lula’s constant handling of apples aligns her both with 

Eve and the serpent from the Garden of Eden. The film visually emphasizes these 

connections. A prominently displayed subway ad shows a man dressed in a devil suit 

pitching Lays potato chips with the challenge, “Betcha can’t eat just one.” Again, this is a 

complexly layered image.65 The quote references Lula’s insatiable appetites and the 

challenges she presents to Clay. She eats nearly a dozen apples throughout the film, 

throwing many of them away before they are finished in a gesture emphasizing her 

wasteful and privileged notions of American excess. She also consumes Clay’s pride and 

dignity as a black man before finally killing him. After she murders Clay and has the 

other passengers hypnotically dispose of his body, the film cuts to a concluding scene of 

Lula in the back of a nearly empty subway car. With her predatory gaze fixated upon 

another unsuspecting black, middle-class intellectual, she seductively bites into a fresh 

apple; she cannot eat just one.   

The devil horns of the image are positioned above Lula’s head for a significant 

period of the first half of the film, signaling to the viewer her disguised demonic 

presence. She is the white devil incarnate. Her sexual seduction is part of an act of 

metaphorical castration. As long as Clay remains captivated with Lula and fixated on the 

potential of a sexual encounter, he is willing to withstand her increasingly caustic 

outbreaks of racist verbal abuse. Baraka uses the loaded sexual tension and the politics of 
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seduction to argue that black Americans have accepted small civil rights gains with the 

belief that the promise of equality will ultimately be granted. The same Lays ad is used to 

invoke another example of American deception. It appears on both sides of the subway 

car and both, improbably, have “FIDEL” scrawled atop the man’s image. The graffiti 

serves to evoke Baraka’s suspicions regarding the American media manipulation of the 

image of the ‘red devil’ Communists such as Castro, and, as such, it acknowledges the 

way hate propaganda seeps into the national psyche. 

Neal provides a thorough analysis of Lula’s mercurial seduction. He argues:  

Symbolically, and in fact, the relationship between Clay (Black America) and 

Lula (white America) is rooted in the historical castration of black manhood. And 

in the twisted psyche of white America, the Black man is both an object of love 

and hate. Analogous attitudes exist in most Black Americans, but for decidedly 

different reasons. Clay is doomed when he allows himself to participate in Lula’s 

‘fantasy’ in the first place. It is the fantasy to which Frantz Fanon alludes in The 

Wretched Of The Earth and Black Skin, White Masks: the native’s belief that he 

can acquire the oppressor’s power by acquiring his symbols, one of which is the 

white woman.66 

 

Around three-quarters of the way through the film, Lula and Clay have reached their peak 

level of intimacy – they are smiling at one another and making out. There is an eerie tonal 

shift the moment Clay begins to question the ghostly nature of his surroundings. Shortly 

thereafter, Lula abruptly lashes out and her sexual taunting and emasculating 

condescension are taken to extreme levels. She stands up on the seat and wraps herself 

around a subway pole in a serpentine manner as she vociferously berates Clay. She calls 

him, a “middle-class black bastard,” a “liver-lipped white man,” “a would-be Christian,” 

“a dirty white man,” and “Uncle Thomas Wooly-Head.”67 The accompanying point-of-
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view, high-angle shots cinematically assert Lula’s dominance over Clay. Lula finally has 

gone far enough so as to push Clay to explode in an effort to reclaim his dignity. 

    

 

Figures 5.3 and 5.4: The horned White Devil and the Fidel graffiti scrawl 

  

In the film’s most climatic moment, Clay responds to Lula’s antagonisms and 

delivers a rage-induced speech that attacks everything she represents. He accuses her and 

the other commuters of living in a blissful state of racial ignorance, exclaiming, “You 

don’t know anything except what’s there for you to see. An act. Lies. Device. Not the 
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pure heart, the pumping black heart. You don’t ever know that. And I sit here in this 

buttoned-up suit, to keep myself from cutting all your throats.”68 The lengthy speech 

explores the conundrum of the black artist. Clay experiences hatred and oppression 

constantly while the white population lives a relative life of luxury. Frustratingly, he 

cannot do anything to establish a more balanced society. He wants to act, to murder, but 

that would be the death of his art. Clay attempts to explain this situation to Lula: “I mean 

if I murdered you, then other white people would begin to understand me. You 

understand? No, I guess not.”69 If he decides to pursue his ambitions as an artist, he has to 

do so on white society’s terms and can only hope to disguise revolution in his poetry. 

And this easier, non-revolutionary course of approach to art ends up being the one he 

resolves to pursue. This resolution marks a tonal shift that the stage directions signal:  

Murder. Just murder! Would make us all sane. [Suddenly weary] Ahhh. Shit. But 

who needs it? I’d rather be a fool. Insane. Safe with my words, and no deaths, and 

clean, hard thoughts, urging me to new conquests. My people’s madness. Hah! 

That’s a laugh. They don’t need me to claim them. They got legs and arms of their 

own. Personal insanities. Mirrors. They don’t need all those words.70  

 

With his revolutionary spirit exhausted, Clay commits to the individual over the 

community. This is his death sentence. Baraka discussed what happened to the black 

writer who turned away from the collective struggle for revolution and equality in his 

essay, “The Myth of a ‘Negro Literature’.” He explained:  

But as long as the Negro writer contents himself with the imitation of the useless, 

ugly inelegance of the stunted middle-class mind, academic or popular, and 

refuses to look around him and ‘tell it like it is’ – preferring the false prestige of 

the ‘black bourgeoisie’ or the deceitful ‘acceptance’ of buy and sell America – he 



 

 310 

will be a failure; what is worse, not even a significant failure. Just another dead 

American.71  

 

His assessment of the Black artist’s social dilemma is a good description of what happens 

to Clay at the end of Dutchman. Lula intercepts Clay after he has finished his “Murder” 

monologue, and, as he prepares to leave, she stabs him to death. 

 Dutchman explores and demonstrates many of the ideas Baraka set forth for a 

new black culture. In his 1965 poem, “Black Art,” he writes, “we want ‘poems that kill.’ / 

Assassin poems, Poems that shoot / Guns.”72 The weaponization of art was an alternative 

that Clay had not fully considered, and this oversight results in his death. In effect, 

Baraka was killing his old self in Dutchman. The recognition of who he was and what 

had made him that way (the disguised violence of white America) offered an instructive 

lesson, a suggestion, for the black community and, specifically, black artists trying to 

wed their cultural ambitions with their political activism. Dutchman serves as a rallying 

cry in a battle against the deleterious psychological effects of Euro-American white 

culture, advocating for a complete break with that tradition.  

As previously noted, Baraka’s thesis relating to cultural warfare was part of a 

larger, international revolutionary consciousness and tied directly to his experiences in 

Cuba. In “Cuba Libre,” he observed, “The impression one gets from the country, is that it 

is being run by a group of young radical intellectuals, and the young men of Latin 

America are radical. Whether Marxist or not, it is a social radicalism that they want. No 

one speaks of compromise.”73 An intellectual like Clay would be of no use to 

revolutionary efforts. Black American intellectuals had to arm themselves with their 
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thoughts and their work, just as the Latin Americans had committed to doing. Members 

of the IACIC, Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino, in their manifesto, “Towards a 

Third Cinema,” wrote, “The camera is the inexhaustible expropriator of image-weapons; 

the projector, a gun that can shoot 24 frames per second.”74 A radically revolutionary 

aesthetic, posture, and practice is the type of proposition Baraka puts forth in Dutchman 

in announcing his commitment to leading a cultural revolution in America. Clay’s 

ultimate fate represents the dangers involved in declaring resistance to the hegemonic 

culture, but a choice must be made. As he himself had predicted, Baraka’s art was viewed 

as a threat to the white establishment in America. Cultural gatekeepers attacked his 

agenda as being hateful and violent in its virulent anti-whiteness and anti-Semitism. Both 

the government and mainstream media outlets dedicated a fair amount of resources to 

disarming the revolutionary poet and his recruits. 

RIOTS, REPRESENTATION, AND RECEPTION 

 The success and controversy of Dutchman, both that of the play and the film, 

were very much connected to the historical moment during which each was first 

produced. The process of translating the play into a film was made all the more difficult 

because of the political nature of the material and the reputation of its author as a militant 

black nationalist. Baraka was taken very seriously as a threat to the status quo. Detractors 

of the play accused it of being filthy and violent. Amidst an upsurge in civil rights related 

urban riots, there was a corresponding spike in the attention given to the stakes of black 

representation in American culture. Television, radio, and print media devoted lengthy 
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segments to sociological analyses of urban unrest, most often through a white 

perspective. Very few news outlets had black staff members to help present potentially 

differing opinions that countered those of the white cultural hegemonic order. Black 

activists, athletes, and entertainers used their platforms to call for a correcting of this 

representational bias and imbalance. The Watts riots of 1965 perhaps best highlights the 

exacerbation of a widening rift between white and black Americans as media coverage of 

Watts and other racially provoked riots sent out mixed messages about the causes and 

effects of violent civil unrest. 

 The year 1965 was a particularly tumultuous one for an increasingly racially 

divided America. On February 19, 1965, Malcolm X told an interviewer, Gordon Parks,75 

that the Nation of Islam was plotting to kill him.76 Two days later, while preparing for a 

speech at Manhattan’s Audubon Ballroom, Malcolm X was shot with a sawed-off 

shotgun. An autopsy revealed twenty-one additional gunshot wounds from two other 

assassins who had been wielding semi-automatic handguns. Malcolm’s death prompted 

Baraka to change his name, leave his white Jewish wife and two children on the Lower 

East Side, and move to Harlem. Once there, he opened the black cultural center, BARTS. 

Malcolm’s death also inspired many other black Americans to push harder for equal 

rights and pursue more public means of protest, putting America’s internal mental and 

physical policies of colonization under a greatly magnified and international lens.  

The murder of the influential Civil Rights leader marked the beginning of a chain 

of events that had significant ramifications for race relations in America. Many of the 

protests and the reactions to them were covered on national television, raising the stakes 
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of representation to unprecedented levels in the national imagination. In March 1965, a 

non-violent march advocating for changes in voting legislation had been planned to take 

place over the course of three days. It was also, in part, a response to the February 18, 

1965, assault on peaceful protestors in Marion, Alabama, that resulted in the high-profile 

murder of Jimmie Lee Jackson. Alabama state trooper James Bonard Fowler fatally shot 

Jackson, a 26-year-old deacon, twice at close range. Jackson’s mother and grandfather 

had also been severely beaten when they fled the violent scene, seeking sanctuary in a 

nearby café. The route of the demonstrators in March took them along a 54-mile route 

from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama. Martin Luther King Jr.’s participation helped 

garner media attention and the protection of National Guard soldiers as he had just 

recently received the 1964 Nobel Peace Prize. A group of 600 began the march from 

Selma on Sunday, March 7, 1965. An angry mob of white racists waited for them at the 

end of the Edmund Pettis Bridge. In the ensuing chaos, fifty protestors were hospitalized 

after being tear-gassed and beaten by Montgomery police officers, civilian racists, and 

state troopers. The media dubbed the event “Bloody Sunday.” The images and footage of 

the innocent and defenseless protestors being mugged drew many people in support to 

Selma to join the march once it resumed.77  

A second attempt to complete the journey was made on March 9, but King, 

distrustful of the state troopers monitoring their progress, turned the protestors around, 

fearing for their safety. King’s decision aggravated some who believed it was cowardly. 

That night segregationists beat a white minister, James Reeb, to death. On March 15, 

President Lyndon B. Johnson declared on national television that he supported the Selma 
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march and promised to push voting reform measures through Congress. Around 2,000 

participants set out from Selma on March 21 and, with additional protection from U.S. 

Army troops, made it to Montgomery on March 25, where nearly 50,000 were gathered 

to join in the historic moment. Television cameras captured the celebration and speeches 

that ensued.78  

 Major riots broke out across the country with an increasing frequency following 

the events of March 1965.79 The unregulated abuse of people of color was going 

untreated, particularly in the poorer sections of urban landscapes. An incident involving 

the police and Marquette Frye sparked the Watts Rebellion. Frye, a black man on parole 

for robbery charges, was pulled over and questioned, accused of alleged reckless driving. 

An argument between the involved parties escalated, with bystanders claiming that the 

police began beating Frye and kicked a pregnant woman who had tried to stop them. The 

ensuing uprising lasted six days and saw thirty-four deaths and over $40 million in 

damage to the surrounding areas. Rather than address the issues that may have triggered 

the uprisings (i.e., police brutality, housing discrimination, mass incarceration, hiring 

discrimination, governmental neglect of the ghettos), the media sensationalized the event 

with the help of the local government and police forces.80  

 On the second day of rioting, the mayor of Los Angeles, Sam Yorty, addressed a 

gathering at a press conference, stating, “This is a criminal, a lawless element in which 

we’re confronted, and the only thing they understand is force and power.”81 The LA 

police chief, William Parker, went one step further, identifying his task as “very much 

like fighting the Viet Cong” and engaging in “urban guerilla warfare.”82 The governor of 
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California, Pat Brown, channeling a similar sentiment, described the police response as 

“guerilla fighting with gangsters.”83 The Watts Riot had been designated a domestic 

struggle against internal colonial insurgency by its representing legislative body. 

Elizabeth Hinton, in From the War on Poverty to the War on Crime, notes, “…journalists 

and photographers from all corners of the globe descended on Los Angeles to capture the 

violence, destruction, and plunder in South Central.”84 The white-controlled media 

outlets in America participated in the demonization of lower-class black citizens, an 

effort that had very negative effects on the already distorted perceptions many white 

viewers had of their fellow Americans. 

 A series of mass arrests in response to curfew violations are credited with having 

put an end to the Watts riots. Of the 4,000 people arrested, an estimated 80 percent were 

convicted on felony charges. The prosecuting parties dubbed the predominately first-time 

offenders domestic terrorists. Hinton explains some of the fallout from the news reports: 

“Harrowing media coverage of the uprising evoked long-held racist fears about black 

disobedience and innate violence, and…presented black youth as ‘public enemy no. 1’ in 

their coverage of the violence, reinforcing the need for militarized policing and social 

control.”85 Letters poured in to state and federal government offices praising the “heroic” 

work of the police department in suppressing the violence in Watts. Gun sales spiked in 

the suburbs. Blame was placed not on the lack of a national response to civil rights 

demands but that there had been a response in the first place. Rhetorical cherry-picking 

from the 1965 Moynihan Report, “The Negro Family: The Case for National Action,” 

was used to popularize the idea that black families were essentially responsible for ghetto 
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violence.86 James Farmer, the director of CORE, responded to the government-issued 

study:  

By laying the primary blame for present-day inequalities on the pathological 

condition of the Negro family and community, Moynihan has provided a massive 

academic cop-out for the white conscience and clearly implied that Negroes in 

this nation will never secure a substantial measure of freedom until we stop 

sleeping with our wife’s sister and buying Cadillacs instead of bread.87  

 

Farmer argued that the report was being used to downplay the significance of black 

revolutionary efforts and foster new racist ideas about black communities. He and others 

implicated national media outlets in their frenzied search for explanations regarding the 

causes of the increasing number of civil disturbances.88 No one seemed actually to pay 

attention to what black communities were saying about the violence and its causes, likely 

because black communities had no national outlet through which to voice their opinions 

and grievances. 

 The riots of the mid-1960s did prompt the media to consider its own role and 

responsibility in covering them as a news event. Governor Brown commissioned a report 

on the Watts riot to explore the causes of the devastating violence. Headed by the one-

time CIA director, John A. McCone, the resulting McCone Commission report found that 

high unemployment rates, poor educational opportunities, police harassment, and 

dilapidated living conditions were plausibly responsible for stoking black anger and 

resentment in the Watts neighborhood.89 The hundred-page report also found the press 

coverage of the event guilty of exacerbating the violence through selective, biased 

reporting.90 A panel for a conference of the Western Radio & Television Association held 
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in San Francisco debated the issue of media ethics in regard to riot coverage. Dr. Kenneth 

Harwood, professor of telecommunications at the University of Southern California, cited 

the findings of the McCone report in his argument that news stations had behaved 

reprehensibly.91 He recalled the report’s reference to the attention given to one particular 

young, black man who made a threat on national television. Harwood noted, “This 

inflammatory remark was widely reported, and seldom balanced.”92 He highlighted how 

much of the nation would rely solely on this report for making sense of the Watts 

Rebellion. Harwood went on to reference a newscast that gave instructions for making a 

Molotov cocktail and another that emphasized that, with all police busy in the Watts 

warzone, the rest of Los Angeles was unprotected. Other cities and their news outlets 

prepared strategies for handling riot coverage if violence broke out within their districts 

because of what they had seen happen in Watts and a general atmosphere of racial 

tension and paranoia.93  

 Mayor Richard J. Daley of Chicago refused to be held accountable for the 

conditions that triggered four days of rioting on the West Side in July 1966. In a long 

editorial piece, D.J.R. Bruckner, chief of the Los Angeles Times bureau in Chicago, 

wrote:  

A number of city officials and police officers, however, are responding to the 

demands of the white majority in the city, and are looking for a plot or 

conspiracy, whether it be one concocted by youth gangs or Communist-inspired 

groups, or by political hotheads…and, God help us, they may even find one. Any 

little old mangy plot, however crazy or ineffectual, will serve very well to salve 

the conscience of the city.94  

 



 

 318 

Addressing the riots at a press conference on national television, the mayor accused 

outsiders of having started and provoked the violence. Daley resentfully attacked King 

for suggesting that racism and the alienation of Chicagoans living in the ghetto were 

underlying causes of the riot. He blamed the civil rights leader for agitating the 

community with his non-violent crusade for equality. Regarding these accusations, 

Bruckner commented, “The mayor’s pouting is not dignified; it is childish. But it reflects 

the attitude of the white majority which still elects him, and which resents being 

jostled.”95 The reporter cited the “exaggerated” publicity dedicated to local youth gangs 

for increasing hostility and levels of distrust between the city’s white and black 

populations.96 A Variety report by Morry Roth, “Chi TV-Radio Covered Race Riot As If 

It Took Place Out-of-Town,” supported many of Bruckner’s criticisms of the riot 

coverage, adding that Chicago television and radio stations had agreed to dedicate 

minimal resources to reporting on the uprising. Those in favor of the information 

blackout argued that it helped reduce violence; critics believed it amounted to censorship 

for the sake of preserving a national sense of blissful ignorance. One civil rights leader 

interviewed for the piece said, “The city would like to sweep the whole thing under the 

rug. The mayor doesn’t want to hurt his image in Chicago and in the rest of the country 

and the world.”97 The same activist noted, “These people…want to be heard and seen and 

they have every right to be heard and seen. The radio and television stations have agreed 

to what is nothing less than censorship and when that happens, we’re in big trouble.”98 

Manipulative riot coverage contributed greatly to the public perception of young black 

men as reckless, dangerous, and violent.99 Effects such as this were strongly felt, as they 
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slowed civil rights progress and worked against the cultural struggle for black 

representation in America. 

 The riots had a discernible impact on the circulation and handling of black culture 

in the mid-1960s. One effect of the increased paranoia around racially motivated violence 

manifested itself in censorship efforts. Baraka was repeatedly made a victim of such 

efforts because of his outspoken support for a black cultural revolution and his advocacy 

of a militant black nationalism. His plays were forced out of performance venues; his 

federally funded theatre/school for the arts was unceremoniously shut down; and his film 

projects encountered constant obstacles on their path to production and exhibition. FBI 

agents meticulously monitored, harassed and subverted the artist’s push for change.100 

Dutchman created quite a stir as it toured the country in its play form on a double 

bill with Baraka’s The Toilet in 1965. After just three performances in LA in April, the 

municipal government required the producers of Baraka’s plays to suspend the remaining 

dates on their schedule. Exploiting a loophole, they continued to put on shows without 

charging admissions. Operating as a non-commercial venture, they were able to collect 

donations to support the actors. In order to return to normal business practices, they were 

forced to appeal for approval from the LA Police Commission to continue their 

engagements at the Warner Playhouse. A four-to-one vote granted the cast and crew a 60-

day permit. Further complications resulted from complaints that were lodged about the 

title of the second play, The Toilet. The Ethnic Minorities Committee of the Coast office 

of Actors Equity stepped in to subdue these protests with an official endorsement. The 

local presses also subverted the potential momentum of Baraka’s work, refusing to print 
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ads in support of material they found offensive. The Los Angeles Times, which had been 

the only daily to accept the ads in the first place, joined in solidarity with the other 

presses after the first few shows had created some controversy.101  

 Baraka’s plays were central texts used in obscenity debates during the summer of 

1965, and they helped to demonstrate a larger shift in cultural politics. Variety, engaging 

in one such debate, noted that, “…the growing use of realistic language and stage 

‘business’ has engendered press comment on both Coasts, notably in the case of the 

LeRoi Jones one-acters, ‘The Toilet’ and ‘Dutchman.’”102 Most of the eight “first-string 

Broadway critics” interviewed for this particular piece defended Baraka’s use of 

language as being grounded in reality. The two dissenting critics, Ethel Colby from the 

Journal of Commerce, and Jack Gaver of United Press International, thought that the use 

of vulgar language and violence spoke to Baraka’s immaturity and irrelevance as a 

serious playwright.103 Detractors in Los Angeles agreed with Colby and Gaver, adding 

that they believed the play was dangerous in its likelihood to provoke further racial 

antagonisms in that city.  

 In an interview with Shirley Knight, who played Lula on stage and in the film 

version of Dutchman, the actress recalled receiving death threats from the John Birch 

Society while on tour with the production in LA in late July 1965. The precarious 

situation was made even worse for the cast and crew following the Watts riots. 

Productions of Baraka’s plays were again banned in LA, this time from the Marines’ 

Memorial Theatre. This censorship incensed the producers of these plays, Gerard Puccell 

and Peter Rachtman, who responded with an open letter published in the San Francisco 
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Chronicle. (Other outlets, The Examiner, The News-Call Bulletin, and radio stations, 

refused to publish their letter because they thought doing so would violate the prohibition 

against advertising the two works.) The letter argued, “…if these plays had not been 

‘banned’ in Los Angeles, more people might have been able to see and understand the 

frustration and hatred which led up to the recent rioting.”104 Puccell and Rachtman 

defended the language as “brutal, raw, [and] realistic,” and the producers argued the 

violence which was so vehemently objected to in fact brought “…a new insight into 

racial understanding (and misunderstanding)” to the stage.105 Given Baraka’s drive to 

create a new, black cultural movement, he was not surprised or bothered by the resistance 

the play was encountering from predominately white critics. He had even predicted this 

hostile response. 

 In December 1964, Baraka received a commission from the New York Times to 

write about his unique and controversial approach to the dramatic arts. The resulting 

essay, “The Revolutionary Theatre,” was rejected on the grounds that the editorial staff 

could not make sense of it. The Village Voice also passed on the opportunity to publish 

the manifesto. The polemic finally appeared in the first issue of Black Dialogue, a 

quarterly periodical that the Negro Student Association at San Francisco State had 

started.106 The essay is not hard to understand; it posits the creation of a black theater that 

dealt with black issues and created solidarity amongst black communities across the 

globe. The language of the essay is strongly grounded in at-times-violent, anti-colonial 

rhetoric. Baraka explained that the Revolutionary Theatre “is a political theatre, a weapon 

to help in the slaughter of these dimwitted fat-bellied white guys who somehow believe 



 

 322 

that the rest of the world is here for them to slobber on.”107 He argued that ethics and 

aesthetics must be wedded together in meaningful artwork. His theater was a theater of 

victims intended to teach audiences that they were not alone in their persecution. In its 

ideal form, radical-revolutionary theater would serve as a rallying cry for oppressed 

people across the globe. The Revolutionary Theater was never intended to be popular 

with white America; its most direct aim was to strip away the carefully constructed 

façade of a progressive first-world nation. Baraka predicted:  

Americans will hate the Revolutionary Theatre because it will be out to destroy 

them and whatever they believe is real. American cops will try to close the 

theatres where such nakedness of the human spirit is paraded. American 

producers will say the revolutionary plays are filth, usually because they will treat 

human life as if it was actually happening.108  

 

The bicoastal complaints and censorship attempts indicated that Baraka had created the 

type of disruption he had intended. He later recalled the impact this had upon him, noting, 

“What the ‘fame’ Dutchman brought me and raised up in me was this absolutely 

authentic and heartfelt desire to speak what should be spoken for all of us. I knew the 

bullshit of my own life, its twists and flip-outs, yet I felt, now, some heavy 

responsibility.”109 In 1965, he turned his efforts to creating a cultural center in Harlem 

that functioned as a proselytizing facility for his revolutionary beliefs.  

THE BLACK ARTS MOVEMENT IN HARLEM 

The opening of the Black Arts Repertory Theatre and School represented the 

concretization of a movement that fostered, explored, and developed new ideas about 

black culture and its necessary importance in the struggle for equality – the Black Arts 
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Movement. The “Black Arts” of the title was intended, in part, to play on Eurocentric 

fears and stereotypes regarding witchcraft and voodoo. In a 2011 essay explaining the 

purpose behind the BARTS, Baraka remembered:  

We wanted ultimately to create a poetry, a literature, a dance, a theater, a painting 

that would help bring revolution! That was what it all was about. That’s what the 

whole movement and essence of the Black Arts was raised and forwarded by, the 

desire by Black youth to make revolution in the United States. To resist and 

finally destroy the slave system of racism and national oppression.110  

 

The US government carefully and surreptitiously monitored the development of the 

organization from the very beginning as made clear in the extensive FBI file devoted to 

the program. Baraka, together with a group of black artists and activists that included 

Archie Shepp, Askia M. Touré, Steve Young, Charles Patterson, William Patterson, and 

Larry Neal, rented a brownstone on West 130th Street near Lenox Avenue in Harlem. 

They tore down the walls and built a downstairs auditorium. The inaugural event was a 

weekend celebration open to all. It began with a poetry reading hosted by Baraka, the 

Patterson brothers, Roland Snellings, Ishmael Reed, LeRoi Bibbs, Neal and Ojijiko on 

Friday, April 30, 1965. The following day, a parade across 125th Street featured Sun Ra 

and his Myth-Science Arkestra, Rashied Ali, Shepp, the Albert Ayers Quartet, and 

African drummers from the Baba Oserjeman-led Yoruba Temple.111 On Sunday a 

performance of Baraka’s The Toilet was followed with a panel on “The Black Artist and 

Revolution.”112 The performances were all well attended and well-received by the 

Harlem community, and, as word spread, more and more artists came out in support of 

this revolutionary venture. On the BARTS success that summer, Neal wrote, “For three 
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months, the theatre presented plays, concerts, and poetry readings to the people of the 

community. Plays that shattered the illusions of the American body politic and awakened 

Black people to the meaning of their lives.”113 Unfortunately, BARTS found itself 

dependent on federal and state funding for its operation – a very precarious situation in 

which to be for an organization that preached radical messages of black liberation. 

 

Figure 5.5: "We marched down the street holding William White's newly designed Black 

Arts Flag...A small group of sometimes comically arrogant black people 

daring to raise the question of art and politics and revolution, black 

revolution!"114 

 

The BARTS was loosely run as none of the founders had any real experience with 

the bureaucracy of overseeing such a center. Additionally, it was the first institution of its 

kind so there was no blueprint for how to operate. Because of its popularity and growth, 

Baraka and his group sought additional funding from the recently launched HARYOU-
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Act, an anti-poverty program that Johnson instituted as part of his Great Society 

initiative. The offices for the federally funded program were on 125th Street, very near the 

BARTS building. Baraka drafted a funding proposal for a summer arts and culture 

program with the help of an accountant he had known while at Howard University. In his 

autobiography, he guesses that they were able to draw out “a couple hundred grand” from 

HARYOU to finance the Arts & Culture sector of the HARYOU subdivision, Operation 

Bootstrap, that was hosted at the BARTS.115 The artist collective in charge put together 

an eight-week offering of classes that included “Myth Science” taught by Sun Ra and a 

history class overseen by Harold Cruse (and attended by two FBI agents). The rest of the 

curriculum included other art-related classes, as well as “programs of remedial education 

to serve the community.”116 The leaders of the BARTS brought radical black culture into 

the streets of Harlem, setting up art exhibits, playing concerts, giving street-corner poetry 

readings, and performing plays in unique spaces all over the neighborhood. Baraka told 

reporters that they sought “…to reeducate the nearly half a million Harlem Negroes to 

find new pride in their color.” He added, “I don’t see anything wrong with hating white 

people,” a public comment that invoked the wrath of many whites who read it.117 As the 

summer came to a close, things began to unravel for the BARTS because of internal strife 

and the withdrawal of government support following charges of pervasive black racism. 

In September 1965, a month after the LA riots had captivated the nation, 

HARYOU broke its contract with the BARTS because, as one member suggested, the 

cultural center “…stood in radical opposition to the feeble attitudes about culture of the 

‘War On Poverty’ bureaucrats.” According to Neal, the abandonment from a white-
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backed federal sponsor did not come as much of a surprise to the organization of black 

radical artists. He recalled, “The Black Arts School came under immediate attack by the 

New York power structure. The Establishment, fearing Black creativity, did exactly what 

it was expected to do – it attacked the theatre and all of its values.”118 Baraka suspected 

that the beginning of the institution’s collapse was linked to a visit from Sargent Shriver, 

head of the antipoverty program and brother-in-law to John F. Kennedy. When Shriver 

came to check how federal funds were being put to use, Baraka denied him and his 

entourage admittance to the building. Very soon after, increased media attention was 

devoted to the “racist” Black Arts program. Baraka, with scathing sarcasm, critiqued the 

irony of these accusations:  

So strange that the victims, once they began to scream and shout at their 

oppressors, can now be termed the oppressors. We accuse whites of racism, so – 

Presto! Change-o! – “black racism” is the real problem…news of our “black 

racism” steadily accelerated. And the funding of the most obviously successful 

arts and culture program any poverty program ever had was made “highly 

controversial.”119  

 

Reflecting years later, Baraka regretted the very heavy and very public anti-white rhetoric 

that became so tied to the BARTS because it distracted people from understanding the 

real goals of the organization which were to obliterate the condition of double-

consciousness and unite black artists across the globe. The organization was able to live 

on through the different regional iterations of the Black Arts program that emerged across 

America, drawing heavily on the BARTS example for inspiration.120 The BARTS 

philosophy set forth by the Harlem artists-activists drove the cultivation and pursuit of a 

black aesthetic vision that channeled the experience of being black in America and 
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challenged the white cultural hegemony. Further, it influenced many artists, including 

many of the black filmmakers of the late 1960s and 1970s, and activists, such as the then-

emerging Black Panther party. It would, unfortunately, have a negative impact on 

Baraka’s own experience with various creative projects, including the film adaptation of 

Dutchman. 

The media was harsh in its takedown of the federally funded Black Arts Theatre, 

focusing very intently on its de facto leader. Baraka had left the BARTS after funding 

had run out and internal disputes regarding its direction became too overwhelmingly 

divisive. The confluence of members from different radical political organizations 

brought with it serious FBI monitoring and, consequently, internal sabotage. The press 

and conservative politicians used the example of the Harlem community center to build a 

case against the use of federal funds for poverty and educational programs. New York 

Republican Congressman Paul Fino attacked Shriver publicly for subsidizing plays that 

called for black revolution and the murder of white people. Fino charged, “The action of 

your office is at best shocking and at worst unspeakable.”121  The Office of Economic 

Opportunity initially defended itself, saying that the money had been put to good use but 

that it did not “condone or excuse” the production of Jones’s plays.122 A Washington Post 

report on the collapse of the program attacked Baraka for the “hard-core nationalism” of 

his hate-fueled pedagogy.123 The Los Angeles Times went further, alleging that Baraka 

“got the money in a ‘circuitous manner’ under the guise of ‘day camps’.” The author of 

the piece claimed that Shriver said the Theatre should never have received funds. 

Livingston Wingate, the executive director of the HARYOU Act, was quoted as saying, 
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“At the time LeRoi Jones came to me he was accepted by the white community…I knew 

nothing about Jones to suggest he should not be funded.”124 The conclusions drawn from 

the investigative committee and many of the national press reports painted the founder as 

a crooked, thieving, and radical extremist. Baraka left Harlem in December of 1965, and 

BARTS was officially closed a few months later when police raided the building on 130th 

Street and found a store of unregistered firearms belonging to some of the more radical 

militants who still occupied the brownstone.125  

BLACK OFFENSE, WHITE DEFENSE 

 It is unsurprising that, with Baraka’s high profile public persona constructed as it 

was, the process for making the film version of Dutchman proved to be a difficult one. 

Gene Persson, husband of Knight and producer of some of the Los Angeles productions 

of Baraka’s plays, embarked upon the endeavor shortly after the shutdown of the LA 

shows. His pursuit of the project was met with all sorts of difficulties, beginning in the 

early stages of pre-production. Nobody in America wanted to be affiliated with the 

project. Knight commented on the “total opposition” they faced, recalling, “Every time 

we tried to raise money, people said, ‘Only two people in the cast, only one set, the 

language’ll never get past the censor, it’ll never go over.’”126 She neglected to remark on 

the stigma that Baraka’s involvement brought with it, but this was noted elsewhere. The 

New York Transit Authority, “which ordinarily cooperate[d] with film producers, refused 

the use of its facilities to Mr. Persson because of the subject matter of ‘Dutchman’.”127 

Joseph Lelyveld of the New York Times reported that the initial response from the Transit 
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Authority had been a yes, but that decision was quickly reversed to be a firm no. Lelyveld 

wrote, “The 30-year-old would-be movie producer got the impression that someone in the 

agency had made up his mind that Jones was a sinister figure,” and the reporter added 

“…not only the Transit Authority shied away from LeRoi Jones,” so did potential 

investors.128 That the film ended up getting made at all was a surprise, considering the 

failure of so many other black-themed film projects to be realized during the mid-1960s. 

Ultimately, the film’s success was a product of Persson’s determination, generous 

sacrifices from the cast and crew, and a fortunate series of events that brought the 

production to London. 

 Persson offered the British film editor, Anthony Harvey, a chance for his 

directorial debut helming the film adaptation of Dutchman.129 Harvey had established 

himself as one of the film industry’s more notable editors, with an impressive 1960s run 

that included work on Lolita (Stanley Kubrick, 1962), Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned 

to Stop Worrying about and Love the Bomb (Stanley Kubrick, 1964), and The Spy Who 

Came in from the Cold (Martin Ritt, 1965). Harvey suggested to Persson that the British 

government and film industry might be amenable to supporting the project, based largely 

on his experiences working with those bodies on Kubrick’s films. Persson took his 

principal actors to London, where he set up a production company, Kaitlin Productions 

(named after his and Knight’s three-year-old daughter). Dutchman was awarded funding 

under the British Film Production Fund, or the Eady Plan. The Eady levy was part of the 

economic stimulus project set up to assist British producers in luring runaway American 

productions to England during the 1950s and 1960s. The subsidy amount granted to the 
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project was £20,000, roughly $56,000. Under this arrangement, Dutchman was 

guaranteed 100 percent of the eventual British box-office receipts for the film until this 

cost had been recovered. After that amount was recouped, it would continue to earn a 

guaranteed take of 50 percent of further ticket sales.130  

 Filming at England’s Pinewood Studios in Twickenham offered both unique 

benefits and complicating challenges. A subway car had to be built from scratch and offer 

the convincing look of a New York Transit System environment by a group of set 

designers who had never ridden that city’s public transportation before. Trade reviews 

indicated that this was successfully achieved. In his article on Dutchman, Lelyveld noted, 

“To the eye of an observer who has logged thousands of miles on the ‘D’ train, the model 

in Twickenham studio looked startingly authentic, right down to the defacing of the 

advertisements.”131 Individual members of the British film industry were very supportive, 

generous, and committed to the success of Dutchman. Bryan Forbes, a highly influential 

British actor, director, and screenwriter, loaned his entire crew to the project. Because of 

budgetary restrictions, Persson and his staff had to work under the constraints of an 

absurdly tight six-day shooting schedule. They were fortunate in that the two leads, 

Knight and Freeman Jr., had already appeared together in multiple stage performances of 

Dutchman. Running two and sometimes three cameras simultaneously, the 

cinematography unit shot long takes lasting the length of a standard reel of film. The 

actors, director, and lead cameraman agreed to work for the union minimum wage and a 

guaranteed profit share. According to Knight, this translated to an initial paycheck of 

$135. John Barry, the film composer on many of the James Bond films, attended an early 
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screening of a rough cut of the film. Impressed with what he saw, Barry asked Persson if 

he could contribute a score, insisting that he not be paid for his work. Despite all the help 

received in England, there were still challenges to be dealt with once the film was taken 

back to America.132 

 Upon his return to the States, Persson once again tried to get the Transit Authority 

to agree to some location shoots. The producer believed he needed a few establishing 

shots of the empty subway corridors to set up the beginning and end of the film. He 

thought that the outcome from his request might be different this time because the new 

mayor, John Lindsay, had been promoting film opportunities in New York in an effort to 

bring more productions to the East Coast. Lindsay had given filmmakers his assurance 

that they would have full cooperation of all city departments. Persson’s request was 

denied on grounds he thought were ridiculous; the film was not making any comment on 

the subway system. A spokesperson for the Transit Authority defended their refusal, 

curtly explaining, “We’ve been working very hard to reduce crime on the subways. We 

don’t feel that we have to help this sort of film.”133 The mayor’s office explained that 

because the initial request had been made prior to when Lindsay’s guarantee was 

declared, his office could not overrule the decision of the Transit Authority. The 

tenability of this assertion was called in to question by Vincent Canby in his New York 

Times piece, “Subways Are Not for Filmmaking, Producer of ‘Dutchman’ Told,” when 

the film critic noted, “Earlier this year, however, the Mayor persuaded the Board of 

Education, also an independent agency, to reverse its decision not to cooperate in the 

production here of Warner Brothers’ ‘Up the Down Staircase’.”134 The suggested 
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hypocrisy may have been motivated by Baraka’s attachment to the production or by the 

more persuasive arguments presented from a major film studio. Persson mischievously 

suggested to Canby that they might just steal the location shots which is exactly what 

they ended up doing. Persson and Knight went to the subway stations at 4AM on a 

Sunday morning and, using a handheld camera hidden in a paper bag, secured the last bit 

of footage needed to complete the film.135  

 Fittingly enough, considering the history of the stage production of Dutchman in 

Los Angeles, the film version of the play had its world premiere at the Los Feliz Theater 

in LA on December 28, 1966. The two-week limited engagement was scheduled in time 

to qualify Dutchman for Academy Award consideration; it ran without a Production Code 

seal. Although it would not receive any American award nominations, it was well 

received by critics and had a successful run on the international film festival circuit. Even 

the positive reviews from critics contained some troubling statements that marked the 

growing disconnection between white and black Americans. The reviewer for the LA 

Times praised the “colored boy” and the “white gal” for their “remarkable” 

performances.136 He noted that the black passengers on the train did not interfere “when 

their fellow-racist goes on his rampage.”137 The indictment of Clay as a racist is bizarre 

enough, but it is even stranger to implicate the other black passengers who literally do not 

say or do anything. The critic described the film as powerful and shocking as “Jones, 

spokesman for ‘black power’,” intended it to be.138 Art Murphy of Variety praised almost 

all aspects of the film, specifically lauding the efforts of the directors, actors, and set 

designers. He predicted that “strong lingo and petting scenes mark this for adult 
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audiences in specialty houses, where good b.o. is likely.”139 Murphy expressed 

uncertainty of the film’s chances in the Southern market, writing, “Inter-racial theme may 

limit Dixie bookings, although, ironically, the down beat climax caters to ‘white 

supremacy’ prejudice.”140 The distributor did not attempt to penetrate that region but did 

head north, sending the film along to Canada for additional exhibition opportunities.141 

 A few weeks after the world premiere, Persson had secured an American 

distribution deal with the Walter Reade Organization for Dutchman. Canby noted, “The 

deal is unusual, not only because of the controversial nature of the script and its author, 

but also because the film runs just under one-hour, which presents problems to the 

distributor releasing the film as a feature attraction.”142 Continental Distributing, the 

distribution branch of the Walter Reade Organization, had already established a history of 

handling some more unconventional works from across the globe, including films by 

Jacques Tati, Pier Paolo Pasolini, and Louis Malle. The company did not shy away from 

handling another black-themed film after its experience with Black Like Me a few years 

prior.143 As discussed in the previous chapter, the Walter Reade Organization had its own 

exhibition circuit of around forty theaters, which guaranteed reduced costs. The fee for 

the rights to the film was also relatively inexpensive, with the guaranteed minimum 

falling somewhere between $65,000 and $70,000, according to Canby’s report on the 

deal. The producer, cast, and crew could officially consider the venture a financial 

success. A plan was put in place to roll out the film in New York beginning in February 

1967.144 
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 As had been the case in relation to other films explored in this study, Crowther of 

the New York Times did not take well to this black-themed film. Crowther’s tenure as a 

critic of this stature was about to run out because of an increasingly noticeable hostility to 

the changing times. He described Dutchman as an obvious and simple allegory. His 

understanding of that allegory showed he may have missed some of the nuances of the 

message. Crowther’s takeaway was that the film “reveals the pathetic vulnerability of 

some Negroes to the trickery of some whites.”145 In his estimation the flirtation between 

Clay and Lula is “grotesque.”146 Like the critic from the LA Times, Crowther had 

problems with the inaction of the bystanders, arguing, “The conspicuous indifference of 

the public would seem to negate the idea of tension between the races and go against 

probability.”147 As one of the only detractors of Harvey’s direction, the complaints he 

leveled against the director were strangely unfounded. He suggested, “Mr. Harvey would 

have done better to keep the car empty, as it was on the stage.”148 It is possible that this 

was the case in the particular stage presentation Crowther saw, but it seems highly 

unlikely given how strongly the presence of the other passengers is emphasized in 

Baraka’s original drama. Crowther accused the actors of expanding the violence and 

hatred of the source material which they do not in fact do. He also complains of the 

director adding 25 minutes of excessive and useless “padding.”149 Ten of these minutes 

he attributes to shots of empty subway stations which, in fact, amount to less than two 

purposeful minutes of the overall run time.150  Despite this angry, shortsighted, and often 

fallacious review, Dutchman soon had its critical reputation bolstered by strong overseas 
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receptions where it was submitted as the official entry from England to the Venice and 

Cannes film festivals. 

 Dutchman played to a very receptive audience at the Cannes Film Festival on 

May 3, 1967. The report in Variety submitted from France called it a “harsh look at race 

hatreds” and commented that it was “stunningly directed by Anthony Harvey.”151 It was 

even more highly regarded at the 28th Venice International Film Festival where it was 

presented as the opening film and nominated for the top award, the Golden Lion. Harvey 

also received a nomination for the City of Venice prize, an award given for best first 

feature. Knight took home the Volpi Cup for Best Actress. Despite these successes, the 

film quickly and quietly faded into obscurity as it only received scant distribution 

throughout United States. As it had been wont to do, the Walter Reade Organization 

opted for an exploitation-type campaign in its marketing of Dutchman, focusing on the 

sexual and violent elements it contained.   
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Figure 5.6: British advertisement (above) for Dutchman focuses on performances, 

contemporary relevance, and shock factor. 

 

 

Figure 5.7: Similarly styled American posters from Continental Distributors rely heavily 

on promotion of the film's sex and violence. 
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SPIRIT HOUSE, THE NEW ARK, AND THE LATE 1960S 

 After leaving New York behind, Baraka continued on his quest to meld politics 

and art together. Disenchanted with the factional breakdown of the BARTS, he moved 

back to his hometown of Newark, New Jersey, in December 1965. There he began work 

on a smaller version of the Harlem cultural center that he dubbed the Spirit House. In late 

1966, he accepted an invitation from the Black Student Union at San Francisco State 

University to teach there in the spring of 1967. He put together a program he referred to 

as “The Communications Project,” described as “a multimedia collective effort to harness 

art to politics.”152 Working together with Ed Bullins, he outlined project goals of making 

short films intended to have value to smaller communities as well as documentaries and 

filmed versions of plays. Baraka produced his own film while working in California, 

Black Spring (1967), which has since been lost.  

 Black Spring and other materials pertaining to many of Baraka’s film projects 

were destroyed in police raids at the Spirit House. He wrote a treatment for a script on 

Malcolm X, The Death of Malcolm X, shortly after his return to Newark. According to his 

autobiography, working on this project stimulated a developing engagement with film as 

an artistic medium, leading him to buy a 16mm Bolex camera and editing equipment. In 

October 1968, the Public Broadcast Laboratory commissioned Baraka to produce a film 

for an upcoming series, Can This Be America? The other recruits for the anthology 

project included Jonas Mekas, Richard Leacock, Ed Pincus and Dave Neuman, Wendell 

Niles, and Jean-Luc Godard. With a budget of $19,000, Baraka worked with Neal to put 

together an experimental documentary that looked at the ongoing political struggle of 
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black Americans in Newark. This was a struggle with which Baraka was well-acquainted, 

having just recovered from a targeted and near fatal beating at the hands of the Newark 

police force. Lars Lierow describes the resulting work, The New Ark, as “ostensibly a 

documentary, but it bends the stylistic and narrative standards characteristic of television 

news documentaries of the era.”153 Channeling the directors’ aversion to Western cultural 

traditions, their film executes an aesthetic revolt through atypical voice-over narration 

strategies, performance pieces, unconventional camera angles, and Soviet-inspired 

montages. Baraka worked on one more film project in the late 1960s. He and Persson 

teamed up to produce an animated short, Supercoon. A clipping in Baraka’s FBI file 

described, “The final scenes show America being burnt to the ground and Super Coon 

flying on to South Africa.”154 The project was never completed due to disagreements 

between Persson and Baraka. 

 Baraka’s experiences with cultural and political authorities demonstrate the 

struggles of the radical black artist in trying to transmit a revolutionary message. The 

riots demonstrated to many the impact that representation had on understandings and 

impressions of black Americans. Perhaps because of what it revealed about the power of 

representation, there was a very minimal black presence on national television and on US 

movie screens in the mid-1960s. There were several independent projects planned during 

this time that were never made because of the inability to secure funds. There were also 

several independent black-themed films made in the gap between 1964 and 1966. Some 

of these were exploitation pictures while others were micro-budgeted documentaries 

coming out of student organizations. These two very different types of films represent the 
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spectral thematic range and integrity with which black-themed material was being 

conceived and produced. The relative success of the former served as an early indicator 

of the direction many filmmakers opted to pursue over the course of the next ten years. 

One of the black-themed exploitation films from this period was Murder in 

Mississippi (Joseph P. Mawra, 1965). It drew its plot from the murder of three young, 

civil rights workers in Philadelphia, Mississippi, on June 21, 1964. The Variety review 

explained the film used the event “…as the basis for crowding as much violence and sex 

(and combinations of the two) into its 80-some minutes, as possible.”155 The producer 

and scriptwriter, Herbert S. Altman, inculpated both the fictionalized blacks and whites, 

in an effort to make it more marketable to theaters specializing in exploitation films, 

regardless of region. The second film made in this mode was The Black Klansman (Ted 

V. Mikels, 1966). Boxoffice warned, “It is blatantly anti-KKK and any exhibitor, south of 

the Mason-Dixon line who books it, invites disaster. The sex-soaked scenes of inter-racial 

intimacy…may displease many integrated onlookers, north of Dixie.”156 Neither film 

appeared to have a significant impact on the American film market, but they did manage 

to garner some audience support and a few mentions in national presses. This 

international acclaim represented more attention than that received by some of the more 

serious independent black-themed films made over the same period.  

 The use of smaller, more affordable cameras led to a mid-decade increase in the 

creation of civil-rights themed nonfiction work. Haskell Wexler made a feature-length 

documentary, The Bus (1965), documenting the experiences of a bus full of protestors 

who travelled from San Francisco to Washington to partake in the March on Washington. 
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The Bus played alongside twenty-five other short films on civil rights that were submitted 

to the American Film Festival held at the Biltmore Hotel in New York on April 21, 1965. 

The New York Times preview of the festival noted, “The movie camera is being used 

more and more as a tool in the civil rights struggle.”157 Also playing at the festival was a 

short documentary, Nine from Little Rock (Charles Guggenheim, 1964) which gave an 

update on the nine black students who were the first to integrate Little Rock High School. 

George Stevens Jr., head of the United States Information Agency (USIA), commissioned 

the project for overseas distribution, presumably to promote the image of the US abroad. 

Sovietskaya Rosia, a critic who saw it at the Moscow Film Festival, called the short a 

“rose-colored lie” because, in its celebration of how the nine students were able to lead 

happy lives following the event, it “remained silent about how other Negroes lived.”158 

Charles Guggenheim won the Academy Award for Documentary Short Subject for his 

film.   

 Rosia was not the only one skeptical of the way the American media machine was 

framing and celebrating its progress and advancements in representation. Eddie Ellis, 

writing for the Chicago Defender, published an article titled “Are Flicks Making A Case 

Against Us?” Ellis began his op-ed noting, “So the ‘good’ years started coming, tax cut, 

civil rights bill, FEPC, voter rights; and we began to notice more black faces on the 

screen: Brock Peters, Bernie Hamilton, Abby Lincoln, Woody Strode (to mention a few) 

and we were happy for them.” He next rhetorically questioned, “But have we ever 

stopped (just once) to look under the surface, peel away the glamour and ‘get the real 

message?’” To demonstrate his point, he brought up the example of The Pawnbroker 
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(Sidney Lumet, 1964), a film that featured a relatively diverse cast that included Brock 

Peters, Jaime Sánchez, Thelma Oliver, and Raymond St. Jacques. Peters plays a “big 

boss” gangster in the film, the first black actor to be cast in such a role according to Ellis. 

Ellis pointed out, “And who does he ‘lean’ on? Rod Steiger, a poor, heartbroken, ex-

prisoner of a Nazi concentration camp.” Ellis also questioned the decision to imply 

(through last name and neighborhood) that Peter’s character is of Puerto Rican descent, 

arguing “For the millions of people who see this film, the image of an anti-Semitic, black 

Puerto Rican will stick in their minds.” Next, he investigated the much celebrated 

television recurring and co-starring role given to Bill Cosby in I, Spy, where the 

comedian is cast as a secret agent. He asked, “Who ever heard of a black James Bond, 

operating for the good of the U.S. in a foreign country while his brothers and sisters are 

being jailed; his churches bombed; and his little girls killed?” Ellis accused such media of 

working as “beautifully disguised” propaganda.159 His observances keenly called into 

question the degree of control and regulation of black images on screen.  

 There is ample evidence from this period that there was government intervention 

in the creation of black-themed culture throughout the 1960s. Aside from the BARTS, 

government agents infiltrated or simply shut down several other community 

organizations without explanation. Budd Schulberg, a Hollywood screenwriter, went to 

Watts after the riots to set up the Watts Writers’ Workshop. The program was successful 

and popular with members of the community. An Emmy-winning documentary about the 

workshop and its participants, The Angry Voices of Watts (Budd Schulberg, 1966), 

featured the artistic endeavors of the Watts residents and sought to give voice to their 



 

 342 

experiences. The FBI planted a mole, Darthard Perry, in this group who ultimately 

sabotaged organizational funding efforts and, finally, burned down the building in which 

they met under the orders of his supervisors.160 Another example involves the North 

Carolina Film Board, which had been established in 1962. In 1965, it was abruptly 

dismantled when a legislative appropriations committee decided to cut its funding. 

Variety reported that the Film Board was not told why this decision had been made:  

…but a good guess is that it goes back to a series of four films…under the 

heading ‘Minority Report.’ These films gave North Carolina Negro youths 

opportunity to tell their reasons for racial protests. Apparently the story was too 

well told, and incurred wrath of legislators powerful enough to stop the money.161  

 

Control of government funding proved to be a powerful force in monitoring the access 

that black Americans had to making films about their own lives from their own 

perspectives. 

The last major force controlling the image of Black Americans was Hollywood. 

Hollywood strongly resisted moving beyond use of Sidney Poitier when it came to black 

representation in studio pictures until the end of the 1960s. A front page article in Variety 

declared, “U.S. Films Shun Racial T.N.T.” The author of the piece, Michael Fessier, Jr., 

said studio executives intently avoided any material relating to “the race problem.” 

Fessier, Jr. explained, “Hollywood’s psychology is ‘we don’t have race films, we have 

Sidney Poitier films.’” Poitier incurred the wrath of many black critics who believed he 

was not doing anything to push for gains in the area of representation; his roles were 

crafted by and for the palatability of white audiences. Actors such as Ossie Davis, Ivan 

Dixon, Robert Hooks, and, most notably, Godfrey Cambridge used their platform to 
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lobby for more substantial roles for black talent interested in working in media fields. 

Herbert Hill, who by this time was cooperating with the FBI, renewed his vocal campaign 

against the industry trade unions. He threatened to establish a “watch dog” bureau near 

Hollywood and promote “mass demonstrations” in an effort to correct the less-than-token 

gains that had been made since the last compromise had been settled in 1963.162 Charles 

S. Boren, executive vice president of the Association of Motion Picture and Television 

Producers, defended Hollywood’s integration efforts against these initial charges by 

citing the fact that an estimated five training programs had recently been started up.163 

Not much came out of Hill’s demands or Boren’s placating promises. The real gains to 

come in the following years were those driven by black filmmaking mavericks such as 

Melvin Van Peebles, Davis, and Gordon Parks, who insisted on hiring people of color to 

work on their films. 

 Few noticeable efforts to correct the representational imbalances in Hollywood 

took place until 1968. Nearly all of the Hollywood studios had, by that time, hired the 

same black-owned public relations firm, D. Parks Gibson, to promote films that they 

thought might do well with black audiences. The returns on this investment may have 

prompted a stronger realization of the fiscal viability of black audiences in America. In 

1968, Jim Brown was given the lead role in the MGM heist film, The Split (Gordon 

Flemyng).164 The casting decision ushered in a new era in black-themed filmmaking, 

marking the beginning of the rise of the black action film that was popularly historicized 

as the genre of the Blaxploitation film explosion. Baraka’s ideas and influence are often 

overlooked and unremarked upon in discussions of this cycle, but a great many black 
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filmmakers were inspired by and channeled his desire for a black culture and a black 

aesthetic. The heroes of these formally and narratively experimental films, both in front 

of and behind the camera, represented their communities in a fight against the colonial 

abuses inflicted on black Americans. 
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CONCLUSION: Pockets of Resistance and Cultural Forces for Change 

 

Films from a black perspective are films that are more in the order of weapons in the 

struggle for freedom, for equality, for liberation and self-expression, and for all those 

human rights, if you will.1 

-William Greaves, Interview on September 12, 1991 

 

The diffusion of revolutionary films is a major problem, and poses questions requiring 

urgent solutions. Militant, anti-imperialist films suffer particular persecution in most of 

the countries where they can best fulfil their purpose…A film must not cease to exist 

because that precise political moment it cannot be distributed. As long as the problems of 

one oppressed country are shared by other oppressed countries, this pretext is invalid.2 

-Jorge Sanjinés, “Problems of Form and Content in Revolutionary Cinema”  

 

 The films discussed in the preceding chapters can be considered collectively as 

belonging to Phase One of a Third Cinema Rebellion in the United States. As the study 

shows, distinct pockets of resistance began to emerge both within and because of black-

themed films made between 1960 and 1967. The creative talent behind these films drew 

inspiration from an international revolutionary impulse. Artists across the globe were 

fusing politics and art as a means to respond to and combat colonial and postcolonial 

injustices. The black-themed films produced in America fit into the Third Cinema 

category because of their stylistic deviations from Hollywood formulas and their 

engagement with forms of political oppression and racism in the United States. Looking 

at the production history, the actual texts, and the ways in which they were distributed 

and received provides useful evidence for evaluating the degree to which a revolutionary 

cinema can effectively exist in the United States.  
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 A blend of Marxist and postcolonial thinking inspired the cinematic revolutions 

that occurred in the 1960s. Lorraine Hansberry drew on influences from her childhood; 

her family’s circle of friends included some of the most important intellectuals of the 

century, ranging from Paul Robeson to Jesse Owens to Duke Ellington.3 She spent time 

studying under W.E.B. Du Bois when she moved to New York where she spent time 

working on the radical periodical, Freedom. Her articles for Freedom dealt with Third 

World revolutions occurring in Africa and South America and the history of black 

representation in American entertainment. Drawing on Third World discourses and her 

family experiences in Chicago, Hansberry wrote A Raisin in the Sun.4 The bidding war 

from production companies to film an adaptation of an all-black cast social drama penned 

by a black female author ushered in the 1960s with a sense of optimism that times might 

be changing. After a drought of socially conscious filmmaking in the 1950s, it appeared 

there might be new opportunities made available for combatting discrimination and 

racism in the US – an American Third Cinema.  

 It quickly became apparent that Hollywood did not feel compelled to push the 

boundaries of revolutionary filmmaking in an entertainment-dominated industry. 

Hansberry, having rewritten the script to Raisin in the Sun to address radical advances in 

considerations of representation, was dismayed to have most of her new suggestions 

rejected. Scenes that showed black neighborhoods, language that spoke to black cultural 

codes, and an emphasis on the lack of cooperation from white Americans in the struggle 

for equal rights were all cut out at the behest of the Columbia Studio’s production head.5 
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Despite the studio interference, Raisin in the Sun (Daniel Petrie) set an important 

blueprint for black-themed filmmaking in the 1960s. Stylistically, it used a neorealist 

approach that attempted to show things as they were in the United States, particularly 

with regards to the living conditions of black Americans. The climactic moment of the 

film has Walter Younger (Sidney Poitier) standing up against the racist proposal of a 

white neighborhood associate. This film marked a moment of resistance.  

The efforts of the studio to temper a revolutionary resistance such as that manifest 

in A Raisin in the Sun made it clear that something of a cultural war was beginning to 

take shape. The US film industry still vied to maintain their control over representation. 

Roger Corman found this out when he tried his hand at socially-conscious, black-themed 

filmmaking with The Intruder (1962). Due to a complete lack of studio interest, Roger 

and Gene Corman funded the film out of pocket.6 They went into the deep South, finding 

out just how violently intent white racists were on keeping their hatred unexposed. 

Corman’s neorealist aesthetic captured racism in its raw and ugly forms. The PCA 

refused to give the film a Code Seal, using the rationale that the language and violence 

were too extreme for American audiences.7 The PCA’s refusal suggested that the realism 

of the behavior depicted in The Intruder offered too real of a confrontation for many 

white Americans with their own demons. Although the decision was ultimately 

overturned, The Intruder suffered at the box office, failing to find viable distribution 

without compromising its message. It experienced a mini-revival when it was critically 

rediscovered following a tour of exploitation-minded theaters several years later.8 The 
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only way that Corman could make sense of the film’s failure was in reasoning that 

audiences were not ready for what he had to show them. He cited that Hollywood’s 

approach to depicting white racism was still delicately handled decades later by making a 

comparison of The Intruder to Mississippi Burning (Alan Parker, 1988).9 His efforts, too, 

represented a pocket of resistance. Other independent filmmakers joined the battle for 

more honest critiques of America’s racism problem. The weakening of the Hollywood 

film industry through big-budget flops, legal decrees, and competition from abroad and 

television made it seem possible for a new type of film movement to emerge in America. 

 Shirley Clarke was a key member of one such a movement in the US. Together 

with a group of experimental filmmakers, she composed a manifesto that outlined the 

strategies of a New American Cinema. They declared: 

We are not joining together to make money. We are joining together to make 

films. We are joining together to build the new American Cinema. And we are 

going to do it together with the rest of the America, together with the rest of our 

generation. Common beliefs, common knowledge, common anger and impatience 

binds us together – and it also binds us together with the New Cinema movements 

of the rest of the world.10 

 

Clarke’s group articulated a belief in the personal expression of a filmmaker, aligning 

them with adherents of the auteur theory, but their cinema was entirely reliant on 

collective efforts. These artists used guerilla filmmaking strategies to attack a sick 

society.11 They often turned their cameras on racism.12  

Clarke’s The Cool World (1964) is a perfect example of how the cooperative 

mode of filmmaking worked against a corrupt society. Her film would not have been 
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possible without the assistance from the black community in Harlem and other black 

artists, especially Carl Lee, her cast, and Madeline Anderson. Stylized with a 

revolutionary aesthetic, the film sought to explore the abused subjectivity of black youths 

in America’s ghetto environments.13 It indicted the government and white audiences for 

their disregard of oppressed demographics. Clarke felt a strong opposition to the 

suffocating forces of a white American patriarchy; her position as a woman working in a 

male-dominated cultural field made her familiar with its cruelty and unfounded 

assumption of authority.14 Film industry forces in the US demonstrated a resistance to 

Clarke’s work. Frederick Wiseman, as producer of the film, found it remarkable that such 

a film was so unanimously rejected by potential distributors. The Cool World had been a 

hit at international film festivals. The success of the film abroad at prestigious festivals 

makes it all the more unusual that no organization with any experience in the industry 

thought it was worth handling as a black-themed film. Variety designated the un-

marketability of a black-themed film as “a new resistive race stereotype.”15 

The reluctance of established distributors to acquire black-themed films left newly 

founded independent distributors to take up the struggle to get such films shown. Cinema 

V and the Walter Reade Sterling Organization were the primary handlers of black-themed 

films for the next several years. Their approaches were inconsistent and, most often, 

relied heavily upon the exhibition branches of those organizations to guarantee some 

success for the films. When The Cool World did manage to find black audiences, it was 

remarkably well-received. The film’s successful distribution was no easy task, 
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considering nationwide, federally enforced desegregation efforts made black audiences 

even harder to find.16 Black and white audiences in San Francisco filled the Vogue 

Theater at every showing for the entirety of its four-plus week run.17 Black Harlemites 

reported loving the film.18 White American critics, meanwhile, found reasons to 

disparage Clarke’s efforts. The Cool World illustrated a typical reception pattern 

encountered by artists seeking to create new black images on American screens.  

 An extreme example of audience apathy towards a black-oriented film played out 

in the opening weeks of the Ossie Davis-penned Gone Are the Days! (Nicholas Webster, 

1963). The degree to which the film flopped at the box office is one of the hardest 

happenings to account for in this project. Davis’s satirical approach to regressive black 

stereotypes was perhaps too much for white audiences who grew up watching those 

stereotypes in Hollywood movies without making any objections to them. Davis’s 

flipping of the script, through an incorporation of heavily stereotyped white characters, 

might have been too confrontational for its time. The moment of violence, in which 

Purlie (Ossie Davis), passionately retells his imagined murder of Southern plantation 

owner, Stonewall Jackson Cotchipee (Sorrell Booke), also may have turned off 

contemporary audiences.19 Still, it is hard to pin the failings of the film on speculative 

audience reactions when so few people went to see it. The release of Gone Are the Days! 

around a period of escalating and horrific violence against black Americans might have 

deterred any potential audiences who would have balked at the idea of sharing a laugh 

about race relations. In an effort to help support Davis and his cast, Gone Are the Days! 
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received an outpouring of support from black civil rights leaders and black media outlets 

such as the Chicago Defender.20 His producers had strongly encouraged him to tone 

down the critiques of white racism that were part of the Broadway play, and he complied. 

Even after doing so, the producers reported outright rejection from distributors based on 

the film’s involvement with race.21 The relative failure of Gone Are the Days! did not 

deter Davis from continuing his battle against industry stereotyping.  

 While Gone Are the Days! was struggling to find an audience, Herbert Hill, the 

labor director of the NAACP, was leading a campaign against discriminatory hiring 

practices in the Hollywood craft unions. There was a swell of criticism around the mid-

1960s regarding the mis-representation of black Americans in television and in films.22 

Although the campaign was vocal in its attack on Hollywood, it settled for compromises 

and false promises. The 1963 campaign was renewed in 1966 with Hill explaining, “less 

than token progress has been made in Negro employment,” at that time.23 And again it 

stalled. Recent scholarly work has identified that, beginning as early as 1962, Hill served 

as an FBI collaborator.24 It remains to be determined if Hill’s position as a double agent 

might have tainted his commitment to realizing actual change through the campaign.25 

More successful in pushing for industry inclusion were the efforts of black actors such as 

Davis. He spoke out publicly against union exclusion and helped others such as Godfrey 

Cambridge find meaningful roles in feature films.26 Davis, along with several other 

actors, directors, and writers, went on to establish individual community organizations 

that supported the black community and their involvement and participation in the 
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entertainment industry for as long as they were able to do so. One of these actors was 

Ivan Dixon, who had starred in both the Broadway play (with Davis and Ruby Dee) and 

the film version of Raisin in the Sun. Dixon had his biggest onscreen breakthrough in 

Nothing But a Man, Roemer’s 1964 film heavily inspired by Third World rebellions, the 

civil rights movement, and Marxist ideologies. 

 Nearly all of the authors, actors, and directors discussed in the preceding chapters 

testify to the ways in which Third World discourses influenced and encouraged their 

work. The cross-pollination of radical cultural politics is especially apparent in the 

filmmaking work of Robert Young. Young had spent time with rebels in Angola who 

were just beginning their fight for independence in the early 1960s. The resistance efforts 

of those involved in the civil rights movement and the cultural theories of Italian activist 

Danilo Dolci also inspired him greatly. Prior to Nothing But a Man, he made 

documentaries on all of these subjects.27 The influences of the resistance movements 

Young worked with can be felt in the first narrative film he developed with Michael 

Roemer.  

Nothing But a Man provides a thorough critique of discriminatory hiring practices 

in the South and their impact on black families. It uses a neorealist-informed approach to 

filmmaking that draws on black cultural codes. The early Motown soundtrack and the 

contributions from the black community and the black actors in the film were hugely 

important in its success and popularity. Throughout the film Duff Anderson (Ivan Dixon) 

finds himself confronted with some extremely pernicious forms of racism that manifest 
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themselves in constant assaults on his feelings of self-worth as a black man in 1960s 

America. The violence of these attacks has a demonstrative impact on those he cares 

about, especially his wife, Josie (Abbey Lincoln), and the family they are starting 

together. In his efforts to combat these forces, which include an attempt to unite black 

factoryworkers who are being taken advantage of by their white supervisors, Duff 

struggles to maintain feelings of dignity that should be inherent to being human in a 

civilized society. Because of his resistant stance against attacks on his humanity, he ends 

up without a job and on a statewide blacklist. Duff’s blacklisting and unemployment 

closely paralleled Dixon’s experiences in the film industry in the years immediately 

following the release of Nothing But a Man .  

In a New York Times report on the 1966 NAACP campaign against Hollywood 

discrimination in 1966, Peter Bart gave details about a newly organized Writers Guild 

initiative. A weekly seminar was established to train aspiring black screenwriters. Dixon 

was one of the enrollees. Bart explained, “One reason he has taken the writers’ course, 

Mr. Dixon explains, was that he has had a tough time finding work the two years since he 

starred in the racial film, ‘Nothing But a Man’.”28 Dixon’s struggle to find acting roles 

would have been a surprise to Eddie Ellis who, at the beginning of 1966, observed of 

Dixon: “So warm and tender was his character portrayal [in Nothing But a Man] that it is 

a foregone conclusion he will be seen repeatedly during the 1966 season.”29 The 

resilience of Dixon mirrored his onscreen counterpart; his career in the entertainment 

industry included 51 acting credits between 1957 and 1991 to go along with 51 directing 
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credits between 1970 and 1991. In 1973, Dixon directed one of the most radical black 

action films of the decade, The Spook Who Sat by the Door.30 

 The year 1964 saw at least three other important black-themed films that dealt 

with black masculinity: Living Between Two Worlds (Bobby Johnson), One Potato, Two 

Potato (Larry Peerce), and Black Like Me (Carl Lerner). These works all provided 

evidence of the increasing frustrations black Americans had in dealing with the 

obstinance of a racist white society. They attempted to give honest portrayals of what it 

meant to be a black man living in a white man’s world. The box office successes of One 

Potato and Black Like Me appeared to signal that at least some audiences were willing to 

listen to their message. The films depicted an increasing amount of anger with regards to 

the racially motivated and often times sadistic mistreatment of black Americans at the 

hands of the government and the larger American society. Frustrations reached a boiling 

point in 1965, a year marked by a rash of urban riots that broke out across the country. 

The media coverage of the riots reinvigorated an old stereotype – the angry and violent 

young black male.31 An example of how this stereotype was applied to discredit the work 

of those striving for social change can be seen in the discourses surrounding the artist-

activist Amiri Baraka.  

Baraka’s assault on Western culture began in the early 1960s. For Baraka, a 

definitive turning point in his life came when he experienced firsthand the aftermath of 

the Cuban Revolution of 1959. The young, radical intellectuals who had taken over the 

newly independent country inspired him. He committed himself to finding ways to fuse 
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politics and art in a revolutionary manner.32 Over the course of the decade, Baraka 

worked to spread the new cultural philosophy that can be seen taking shape in his Obie-

winning play, Dutchman. Dutchman is somewhat autobiographical, and it serves as a 

meditation on the destructive influence of white culture on black artists. As noted in 

Chapter 5, various organizations in the United States believed that the play, its film 

adaptation, and Baraka were threatening in the message they put forth. The perception of 

Dutchman as a powerful cultural threat is evident in the ways in which the play, the film, 

and the author were censored and monitored. International audiences considered the film 

one of the best depictions of the American racism and celebrated its honesty at various 

film festivals. One of his most significant contributions to the revolutionary cause was his 

institution of the Black Arts Repertory Theater and School. The idea of a black cultural 

pedagogy inspired many to find new outlets for combatting racism.33 The use of black 

culture as a rallying cry with which to wage a collective rebellion against the colonial-

like oppression of black Americans in the United States signals the transition into Phase 

Two of a Third Cinema Rebellion in the US. 
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PHASE TWO: CULTURAL COLLECTIVE COMBAT 

Knowing these vast and vital benefits of the cinema, it is disturbing, to say the least, that 

the Negro has made absolutely no creative contributions to this art. It is a fact that while 

the peoples of Asia and Latin America have for years now been creating films, there has 

not been one film made by Negroes, whether in Africa, the United States, or the 

Caribbean. That is, a film conceived, written, produced, directed, photographed, and 

edited by Negroes.34 

-Walter Moore, “A Negro Film Movement,” 1966 

 

In other words, for the Black producer, television will be just another word for jazz. And 

jazz for the Afro-American has been a means of liberating the human spirit.35 

-William Greaves, “100 Madison Avenues Will Be of No Help,” 1970 

 

 Phase One of the Third Cinema Rebellion described in this study primarily 

includes films that show black protagonists confronting and resisting racism in the United 

States. White directors and white producers almost all helmed these filmmaking efforts, 

but, in many cases, the projects illustrated how necessary collaborative authorship was 

for them to be effective in achieving their Third Cinema objectives. These films appeared 

sporadically, inspired by Third World discourses and a desire to key social change. The 

1960s represented a concern for the presentation of black perspectives and black 

subjectivities on screen in more meaningful ways than at any other point in cinema 

history. Phase Two of the Rebellion continued to build upon this foundational moment. A 

turn towards the deployment of black culture as a weapon for collective resistance 

marked it. Black activists, filmmakers, entertainers, and athletes helped to realize cultural 

projects that linked black Americans with one another and other international resistance 

movements. Black power and black identity are recognizably central motivating forces 
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behind much of the Phase Two work.36 Signs of this phasal transition become evident as 

early as 1966 with the release of two films in particular: A Man Called Adam (Leo Penn, 

1966) and First World Festival of Negro Arts (William Greaves, 1966). 

 At the time of its production, A Man Called Adam was the first of three feature 

films from Sammy Davis Jr.’s recently established company, Trace-Mark Productions. 

The organization was an effort to take control of black representation in major US 

movies. Over the course of his career, Davis Jr. showed a continued commitment to 

change through his support of black culture. He made charitable donations to Baraka’s 

BARTS program, as well as to the Afro-Arts Theater in Chicago which the jazz group, 

The Pharaohs, ran.37 Late in his life, Davis Jr. commented on his role as an artist and 

entertainer, noting, “My talent was the weapon, the power, the way for me to fight. It was 

the one way I might hope to affect a man’s thinking.”38 His first film demonstrated Davis 

Jr.’s strategy of combining art and politics with a uniquely black perspective in order to 

pursue social change. 

 A Man Called Adam was a property that Davis inherited from Nat King Cole’s 

estate when the legendary jazz musician passed away. Ike Jones, one of the co-producers 

of the film, had been a friend of Cole’s and helped him put together many of his shows. 

Jones, together with Davis Jr., entered into an agreement with Joseph E. Levine to make 

and distribute the film. Variety reported on the significance of Jones’s involvement with 

A Man Called Adam, noting, “Further inroads for integration of the Negro into the motion 

picture industry have been reached with signing of Ike Jones…for Joseph E. Levine’s 
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Embassy Pictures. The deal makes Jones the first Negro producer to make a major 

American motion picture.”39 Levine was one of the hottest rising independent 

distributors/producers at the time.40 The interest from a major player in the film industry 

signaled a change in thinking when it came to black-themed filmmaking. Unlike the films 

before it, A Man Called Adam had built-in star power with the presence of Davis Jr. 

Davis Jr. assembled an impressive cast of black actors and musicians to join his venture. 

This list of talent included Davis, Cicely Tyson, Louis Armstrong, and Benny Carter.41 

He also established that he would have complete creative control over the important 

phases of the film’s production.  

 In interviews about the film’s production, both Jones and Davis Jr. discussed their 

determination to depict accurately the struggles of black artists. Davis Jr. frequently 

differentiated his approach to filmmaking from how a Hollywood studio might have 

handled the same material. He told Helen Gould of the Los Angeles Times, “We’re using 

musicians, not actors who play musicians, the way Hollywood does it. That’s why 

Hollywood can’t turn out a good jazz picture.”42 The effort for jazz authenticity was 

reflected in the casting of Armstrong and the decision to hire Carter to score the film. 

Trumpeter Nat Adderley provided the dubbed track for Davis Jr.’s performances. Gould 

further reported on the film’s desire for an authentic environment, writing, “As for 

making a film in Manhattan, Sam says, ‘We couldn’t have done it this way at 20th or 

MGM. It wouldn’t be the same.”43 The commitment to local authenticity reflected Davis 

Jr.’s desire to present a New York that its black citizens could recognize. Included in the 
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locations for the film were Fulton’s Fish Market, Harlem streets, and the legendary black-

owned Harlem night club, Small’s Paradise. The dialogue in the screenplay for the film 

was used mainly as a template; Davis Jr. reported allowing complete improvisational 

dialogue on his set.44 The behavior of the musicians was based on research that Jones and 

writer Les Pine had spent six months collecting. The pair toured with jazz musicians in 

order to learn “what their work means to them and what it doesn’t…how these men get 

involved with one another because of the very special kind of life they lead.”45 Everyone 

present for the filmmaking was encouraged to contribute to the film’s goal of 

authenticity. Davis Jr.’s ability to maintain creative control over the film allowed him to 

insert some authentic elements that were subtle attacks on the white-controlled 

entertainment industry. 

 Davis Jr. had, at this point in his career, experienced a great deal of discrimination 

in his profession. He was no stranger to the racist fickleness that loomed large over the 

lives of a great many black entertainers. The entertainment industry’s institutionalized 

and ritualized exploitation and discrimination is a central thematic focus of the film. 

Adam (Sammy Davis Jr.) at one point drunkenly threatens his manager, Manny (Peter 

Lawford). Manny, in return, demonstrates his power over Adam by having him 

blacklisted from all New York music venues. Unable to perform, a prohibition which 

begins to destroy Adam both economically and creatively, he literally gets on his hands 

and knees to beg Manny to give him a second chance. Manny cruelly complies by 

arranging a tour for Adam of one-night shows through a series of racist Southern towns. 
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Davis Jr. uses his own experiences and successes as a black artist to show the cruelty of 

the entertainment industries which he himself was beginning to combat more and more 

aggressively.  

 Other significant moments in A Man Called Adam stem from Davis Jr.’s 

involvement with the film. Adam’s love interest, Claudia Ferguson (Cicely Tyson), is a 

civil rights activist. The film takes time to explore her background, noting that she has 

partaken in sit-ins and other forms of protest prior to meeting Adam.46 Howard 

Thompson of the New York Times commented on her romantic involvement with Adam, 

noting:  

In addition to having a Negro front and center in the solo starring slot, this little 

picture dares – that is the only word – to unfold a simple, tender love story 

between two Negroes, Mr. Davis and pretty young, Cicely Tyson, as though it 

were the most natural everyday thing in the world. This is rare in the world of 

film.47 

 

Thompson was not the only critic who thought this was a daring gesture. The Boxoffice 

advisor on the film’s exhibition potential believed A Man Called Adam “will attract 

sophisticates, class patrons, and, of course, the Negro populace even if the colored 

romantic angle and the hate fights with police and rioters make it unacceptable for most 

family audience or in many southern states.”48 Reviews such as these indicate that white 

audiences still remained resistant to social change being mixed with entertainment.  

 With A Man Called Adam, Davis Jr. demonstrated that shifts were happening in 

US Third Cinema filmmaking. For one of the first times in the history of American 

filmmaking, a black artist maintained complete creative control over a project. The film 
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focused entirely on a black cultural form, and it strove for an authentic presentation of the 

music and the lifestyle of its practitioners. It used similar approaches to many of the films 

discussed in the chapters of this dissertation. It had a neorealist aesthetic, it was made on 

a low budget, and it was a collaborative effort aimed at social change.49 Davis Jr. 

remarked during production, “Good things are happening though, aren’t they?...I don’t 

think the Negro artist will ever be accepted entirely on his own, as a person. Never. 

Maybe our picture will be another step forward.”50 His comment pointed towards some of 

the things that still connected A Man Called Adam with the earlier rebellion phase. Many 

of the key behind-the-camera personnel were white because of their industry credentials. 

The crew included Leo Penn (director), Carl Lerner (editor), and Les Pine and Tina Rome 

(scriptwriters). Interestingly, at least one critic suggested that their involvement 

weakened the film. Kevin Thomas wrote, “In short, a lot of talented people have not been 

well-served by the hit-and-miss quality of Les Pine and Tina Rome’s script and Leo 

Penn’s direction. It’s one of those instances of the parts being greater than the whole.”51 

Exhibition opportunities, even with Levine attached and Davis Jr. star power, remained 

limited, and it was hard to find ways to cultivate a black audience. However, the 

pioneering work and determination of black American and international artists signaled 

that these barriers were being challenged effectively and industrial changes were possible 

and imminent.  

 Greaves is one of the most important and least discussed artists who worked on 

Third Cinema filmmaking in the US in the 1960s. Greaves began his career as an actor 
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with the American Negro Theater. He trained at the Actors Studio in New York alongside 

the likes of Marlon Brando and Shelley Winters and was able to land a few small roles in 

some late 1940s race pictures, including The Fight Never Ends (Joseph Lerner, 1948) 

with Dee and Joe Louis and Lost Boundaries (Alfred L. Werker, 1949). Disenchanted 

with the roles available to black performers both in film and theater, Greaves decided to 

explore filmmaking. He enrolled in classes at City College and studied under Hans 

Richter; one of his classmates during this time was a young Stanley Kubrick. Greaves 

drew inspiration from the documentary work of John Grierson, and he committed himself 

to making socially conscious films. Unable to pursue this goal in the United States 

because of discrimination, he headed north. He became an apprentice at the John 

Grierson-founded National Film Board of Canada (NFB). Over the course of an eight-

year period, he worked his way from position to position, eventually becoming chief 

editor, writer, and director. The wealth of experience and passage of time encouraged him 

to return home and try to find work in the US. Clarke, who had seen one of the 

documentaries Greaves made for the NFB, recommended the young aspiring director to 

the head of the United States Information Agency (USIA), Stevens Jr. Greaves was hired 

to produce documentaries and given a significant amount of freedom to choose his 

projects. One of these projects was to record and assemble footage from the First World 

Festival of Black Arts, held in Dakar, Senegal, in April 1966.52  

 Greaves’s forty-minute documentary, The First Festival of Negro Arts (1966) 

serves as an early indication of his commitment to fighting a cultural revolution with and 
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for black representation. The film is an auditory and visual dream-like montage that 

explores the relationship between modern American culture, the African Diaspora, and 

ancient tribal traditions. Scenes of village fishermen are used as a backdrop for Greaves 

to introduce the film. He reads excerpts from Langston Hughes’s poetry in voice-over 

narration. The film continues to mesh Greaves’s thoughts, questions, and commentary 

with footage of the festival’s celebrants. The result is a carefully considered meditation 

on the Pan-African experience and its intimate expressions through art. Greaves 

comments, “Art is a means by which the human spirit is lifted to planes of higher 

consciousness…Art has always lit the way along the winding path of human progress.”53 

The director’s pursuit of art imbued much of his documentary work. Greaves and his wife 

started a production company in 1964, aiming to foster the growth of a black film culture. 

In 1968, he was offered the chance to helm a new television project, Black Journal.  

 As the co-host and executive producer of Black Journal, Greaves developed one 

of the first nationally broadcast show to address black issues and black audiences. 

National Education Television funded and produced it.. The staff, after a successful coup 

against white control of the show, was entirely comprised of black Americans. It 

employed many radical filmmakers, including Madeline Anderson and Claire St. Bourne, 

and gave them opportunities to express themselves through their work. Black Journal 

highlighted community activism, international struggles of resistance, and the work of 

black artists. It was one of several shows to explore and report on black communities for 
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black audiences, and, as such, it represents a significant achievement of Phase Two of the 

Third Cinema Rebellion in America. 54 

 An abundance of activity represents Third Cinema efforts in black-themed 

filmmaking in the late 1960s. Here are just a few examples: Melvin Van Peebles began 

his filmmaking career in France in 1967 with, La Permission, a film he wrote, directed, 

and produced.55 Brown rose to new heights of fame, landing the starring role in the major 

Hollywood film, The Split, alongside A-list celebrity talent.56 The Newsreel company 

was founded in 1967 in response to the march on the Pentagon.57 Parks became the first 

black director to be assigned to a studio-produced film in 1968.58 Members of the New 

American Cinema such as Clarke, David Weiss Loeb, Herbert Danska, and Robert 

Downey Sr. continued to collaborate with black artists on pushing for a social revolution 

through film.59 While there are many gaps to fill in regard to these and other 

developments of this proposed phase two of black media production, an encouraging 

amount of recent scholarly attention has already begun to do so.  

 An understanding of the revolutionary-inspired filmmaking of the 1960s couched 

in a Third Cinema framework facilitates connections between ideas and theories of 

radical cinema. This project has aimed to contribute to and expand upon that 

conversation. Recent political and cultural events raise many important questions about 

how much progress has actually been made in the span of fifty plus years. Whenever a 

black-themed film is released in the US, there is debate amongst critics over the political 

agenda of the film and what its success or failure ultimately represents with regards to 
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race in America.60 Despite a proliferation of user content-generated outlets such as 

YouTube and Vimeo, it feels like there is less opportunity for and availability of truly 

radical cinema. The conglomeration stacking practices of Hollywood studios has led to 

the incorporation of many independent voices and audience complacency. For every 

contemporary breakthrough in black-themed filmmaking today, one might argue there is 

a better, more revolutionary example from the 1960s and 1970s.61 If things had continued 

at the pace that black-themed filmmaking set forth in the 1960s, the US cinematic 

landscape would look much different than it does today.62 Van Peebles observed in 1998, 

“The real history of independent black cinema has been one of struggle, stuttered starts 

and stunted careers. A courageous file of black brothers and sisters who sacrificed to 

bring a few seconds of black humanity to the silver screen. All that wonderful talent 

wasted.”63 This project represents the beginnings of an effort to recover and revive the 

revolutionary sacrifices of radical filmmakers from the past and to promote the relevance 

of their historical contributions to the present moment. The dissertation celebrates a 

cinema of solidarity, resistance, and struggle. It stands as one hopeful testament to the 

viability of film to promote social change. 
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